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by Patrick A. Palace

t is a well-known adage that the 
more things change, the more 
they stay the same. In October, I 
spent 10 days in Cuba (with U.S. 
permission) as part of a com-
parative law program. It was 

like stepping back into the year 1959. After 
living and breathing and eating and drink-
ing Havana, I soon concluded that this was a 
city where time stood still. When Americans 
and capitalism retreated from Cuba, Ha-
vana didn’t change — it stopped changing. 
In many ways, the completion of the Revolu-
tion meant that the face of Cuba would for-
ever be frozen in the ’50s. No more beautiful 
European architecture was to be built. No 
more American cars were to be shipped into 
Cuba. No more beautiful seaside casinos 
were to be developed. Castro and the Revo-
lution made a great many social changes, 
but in the eyes of this visitor, it was a land 
where time was truly frozen.

I couldn’t help but wonder how much of 
our America of the 1950s still lived in Cuba, 
and how it must have felt living then as 
compared to today. As a product of the ’60s, 
I have straddled these transitions in Ameri-
can life, and wondered if Cuba could trans-
port me back to see this time with fresh eyes.

For example, in the 1950s there were no 
computers, Internet, or smartphones. To-
day, Cuba may have such technology, but 

it is not available to most. I rarely had ac-
cess to any Internet service and could not 
use my iPhone. While this left me cut off 
from my office and family, it also took me 
back to a simpler time in our culture — a 
time that my kids wouldn’t understand or 
be willing to accept. 

 I walked the streets without a single 
beep coming from my phone, knowing that 
I would not have emails to check; knowing 
that there would be no calls coming in; and 
knowing that I would have no calls, emails, 
or texts to return. I was free to engage with 
people the old-fashioned way: face-to-face. 
I didn’t miss Facebook or the loss of social 
media. I didn’t miss emails, text messages, or 
phone calls while walking down the street. If 
I wanted to communicate, I had to talk face-
to-face. What a difference from today. The 
loss of instant information was more than 
made up for with the gain of truly personal 
time and peace that I happily spent making 
new friends and talking with old ones. If this 
was life in the ’50s, I welcomed it.

Because communication is done face-to-
face, Cuba is full of meeting places. It is a real 
community, a community of people who 
meet in the streets, who are neighbors and 
friends and family. In old Havana, la Habana 
Vieja, people sit on their stoops, their bal-
conies, and in public plazas and commons. 
As the city cools after sunset, the ocean 

breeze invites Cubans to the Malecon to 
stroll and talk. The Malecon is an esplanade 
or boardwalk next to a broad boulevard 
that runs along the ocean connecting Ha-
vana’s neighborhoods to each other and the 
ocean. This is a gathering place for Cubans, 
a place where musicians collect through-
out the night and play their music; a place 
where philosophies are exchanged, friends 
are made, and baseball is debated among 
friends, family, strangers, and travelers. 
Here, for a non-Spanish-speaking American, 
the mention of Ichiro will begin a conversa-
tion with anyone.

Art and music are everywhere in Cuba, 
especially on the Malecon. Everyone, it 
seems, plays an instrument, writes poetry, 
or paints. The arts come second only to 
baseball. Every restaurant has a band play-
ing at lunch and at dinner. Art galleries and 
museums are housed throughout Havana. 
Musicians flow into the streets. These are 
not people looking for change to be tossed 
into their guitar cases. They are people sim-
ply celebrating their music.

There is another important piece of Cu-
ban culture, and perhaps a lost piece of the 
world of Ward and June Cleaver: there is 
no crime. Murders, rapes, and other violent 
crimes are almost nonexistent in Havana. 
Police are visible throughout the city, but 
they are not carrying weapons. They merely 

Time 
Traveling 

to Cuba

Four Steps 
to Living the 
Havana Life

i



January 2012  |  Washington State Bar News     31    

have a presence. Such a community furthers 
the ability of people to come out to their 
stoops outside their homes, to walk the 
streets, and to meet at the Malecon through-
out the night. No fears, no worries. I walked 
throughout the city with money in my pock-
ets, late at night, without any concerns. I 
wondered if walking in Mayberry, R.F.D., had 
felt just like this. 

Walk among Cubans, talk to them, eat 
with them, and you understand that Cuba 
is also a place where the speed of living life 
is calming. Time has slowed. Nobody is in 

well with the culture in Cuba. This is a place 
that does not appear to have deadlines and 
where sales quotas are unimportant. This 
is not a place where text messages or calls 
have to be returned instantly. In Cuba, time 
is plentiful and everyone has lots of it. It is 
OK to go slow, to smell the roses, to enjoy 
your café con leche, to smoke a cigar, to 
have a leisurely lunch, and to stay out late 
deep into the night.

Fewer choices mean fewer decisions 
and more time to do other things. Cuba is 
not the land of choices or options. There 

was competing for my money, my viewer-
ship, and nobody was trying to brand their 
product and make me theirs. I didn’t have to 
be a savvy consumer or a comparison shop-
per. How nice to order the beer or the rum 
or to turn on the television and just watch 
the first channel, because I wasn’t missing 
anything different on the other channels. 

As I Ieft Havana in the back seat of a 1956 
Plymouth Belvedere taxi, it was clear to me 
that the 1950s were a good time to live, but 
a time that no longer exists in the United 
States. But just because we as Americans 

a rush. Waiting in line or queues becomes 
a part of everyday life. Stores may or may 
not open when they are supposed to be and 
the items you need may not be there any-
way . . . and that is okay. When time is freely 
given, spending it like free money is easy. 
How nice to be given a clock that doesn’t 
tick so loudly. Here, time doesn’t really dic-
tate your life; instead, you float the river that 
winds through your day. 

In restaurants, waiters serve you and 
then disappear. They do return, but on their 
terms. Maybe they need a meal first or have 
to discuss last night’s Havana Industriales’ 
win at the baseball park. This is service in 
Cuba. But the speed in which life is lived fits 

is no decaffeinated coffee, just café. 
Drinks are Havana Club Rum or one 
type of beer. The food in Cuba is also 
simple. There is rice and there are 
beans. Beef is hard to come by and 
not worth having; fish is plentiful and 
cooked plainly. Cuba also gives you 

five state-run television channels. 
Cuba’s simplicity is also evident in the 

streets. There is no advertising. There are 
no signs anywhere. Even on storefronts 
there is very little to tell you that a store 
exists. People in Cuba know where to buy 
things by word of mouth, not because of 
advertising. It was amazingly relaxing not 
to have my surroundings screaming at me 
everywhere I went. It brought a great sense 
of calm and an unexpected pleasure to 
walk down the street where there are just 
old buildings, homes, and gardens.

So, is the lack of choices and variety 
bad? Do we really need so many choices? 
I didn’t mind less. Less was better. Nobody 

have moved on does not mean that I couldn’t 
bring a piece of those years back to my house. 
I began to make a list of lessons learned from 
the 1950s. My list looks like this: 

1. It is important to stop and have a 
cappuccino every day, not because you 
need coffee but because it gives you an op-
portunity to talk to those around you and 
to take time in a day where you should 
be available to meet with your friends, 
neighbors, and those that you work with. 
(As a result of this lesson, my whole office 
now breaks at 10:30 every Monday and has 
coffee and donuts to catch up on our per-
sonal lives. Shop talk is prohibited.)

2. Put away your iPhone once in a while. 
More information is just more information. 
It does not make you live better. Faster is 
not better, either. Faster is certainly not hap-
pier. At the end of the day, having answered 
dozens of emails and texts does not make 
me any more relaxed or give me more time. 
If you unplug, nothing bad will happen that 

Opposite page: Former WSBA Governor Patrick Palace is transported to a simpler 
time. Left: A Havana sidewalk cafe. Above: Patrick Palace enjoys a convivial dinner 
with fellow delegates.



32     Washington State Bar News  |  January 2012

can’t be handled later. Being unplugged 
gives you more time to engage every day 
with people, not their machines. Unplug-
ging brings peace and gives time back to 
spend on better pursuits, like soccer with 
your kids, a glass of wine with your spouse, 
or meeting friends at a neighborhood res-
taurant. (My iPhone has been off now for 
increasingly longer periods of time each 
day. I am getting braver and calmer. Noth-
ing bad has happened!)

3. Don’t Facebook when you can face 
look. Meeting friends on the street and at 
coffee shops and restaurants should not 
be something unusual, but should be part 
of our everyday life. It gives us the chance 
to stop and talk more, to be neighbors, 
and to be part of a living and connected 
community. (I have been making time 
to get out more and taking time to talk 
to friends and acquaintances when I see 
them. I try not to say, “I gotta run…” but 
instead, “Can you join me?”)

4. More is not better. Voluntarily limit 
choices and keep it simple. It’s OK not to 
have an all-access cable network with 192 
channels or a blazing fast 4G smartphone 
that can open 10 websites at the same time 
and let you play a game while dictating a 
brief to be simultaneously translated into 
Spanish. Limit your choices and fully enjoy 
and appreciate what you do have. (I have 
put the television remote down, stopped 
mindless consumer spending, and am en-
joying Moros y Cristianos — Cuban-style 
rice and beans — for dinner.)

In the United States, things have 
changed so much in the last 50 years. How-
ever, in Cuba they are still the same. Some-
how, we got modernized and they kept the 
simple way of life. I think they got a better 
deal. Now I know that our 1950s weren’t 
perfect, but as I look back on my time in 
Cuba, I realize I have brought home posi-
tive changes in my life that are more reflec-
tive of a lifestyle from the 1950s than one 
of today. It makes me wonder if Americans 
wouldn’t be happier turning back the clock 
and choosing to live again in a simpler 
time, a time where Lucy and Ricky, Ward 
and June, and the Kramdens and Nortons 
once lived; a time where choices where 
clear, streets were safer, communities were 
close, and friends spoke face-to-face. So, 
my suggestion to you? Have a cigar, drink a 
café with a friend, and talk about it a while. 
See what you think.   

Patrick A. Palace is a former WSBA governor 
representing the Sixth District. 
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