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F e a t u r e s

Apair of Taipei postboxes bat-
tered by the deadly Typhoon
Soudelor over the weekend

have become an unlikely attraction,
drawing thousands of visitors and
even serving as the backdrop to a
wedding photo shoot. The two iron
mailboxes, one green and the other
red, were bent out of shape by a bill-
board ripped from a nearby building
by strong winds, and now stand as if
leaning to the right.  

“The mailboxes drew thousands of
visitors the past three days,” said Tu Li-
teng, an official from Chunghwa Post

Co, which owns the boxes. “On
Sunday alone, we estimated that
around 4,000 people came. We’ve had
to send three people over every day
to help maintain order and traffic.” 

A 20-year-old woman, who identi-
fied herself as Mimi, said while waiting
in a long line for photos on Tuesday:
“The two boxes are really cute. We saw
them on Internet, so we decided to
have some photos with them.” A bride
and groom were also waiting their
turn to pose with the postboxes.

“I’ve never seen such thing during
a career of more than 30 years,” a post-

man, who was helping to manage the
queue, told AFP. “This could be the
only happy event I could think of from
the typhoon,” he said.Typhoon
Soudelor-which hit in the early hours
of Saturday and was billed as this
year’s most powerful storm-uprooted
trees, brought down electricity poles
and knocked out power to a record
4.3 million households, leaving eight
dead and four missing. —AFP

Postboxes battered 
by typhoon become 

visitor attraction

A woman poses next to two mailboxes along a street in Taipei yesterday that were reportedly bent by
strong winds by Typhoon Soudelor over the weekend.  —AFP 

This 500-year-old city smells of fresh paint and var-
nish. Residents stroll along a recently completed
harbor promenade under gleaming new street-

lights, enjoying sea breezes while relaxing on newly
installed metal benches. Missing are the tourists. As for-
eign visitors flood Havana and a select group of other
colonial cities and beach resorts, Cuba’s second-largest
city is suffering a tourist drought.

Santiago saw less than a tenth of the tourist traffic in
Havana last year and less than a 20th of the visitors to
the beach resort of Varadero even amid large-scale gov-
ernment investment in renovating the city for its 500th
anniversary this summer. Other Cuban cities are seeing
similarly stagnant visitor numbers despite the dramatic
surge in overall tourism set off by the announcement of
detente between the US and Cuba.

That’s raising concerns that a rising tide of tourist dol-
lars will leave some areas of Cuba booming and others
struggling against a backdrop of broader economic
stagnation. “They’re promoting Havana and the center of
the country but they’ve forgotten about Santiago,” said
Gladys Domenech, who rents tourists a room in her
home in the historic center that features a terrace with a
sweeping view of the Caribbean.

Carts, crows and cyclists 
The city sits about 500 miles east of Havana on high-

ways that narrow outside the capital to horrifically rutted
roads clogged with horse carts, bicyclists and stray cows.
The journey by road can last 15 hours, and far longer in
Cuba’s notoriously unreliable and uncomfortable inter-
city buses. Train and domestic plane tickets are virtually
impossible to obtain without waiting hours in lines that
may or may not end in satisfaction. There are only three
flights a week from the US.

Cruise ships provide a promising new potential source
of visitors, although dockings here remain relatively rare.
“It’s tough for those who go to Havana and want to come
here,” said Virgen Maria Jerez, owner of an elegant private
restaurant near Domenech’s home in central Santiago.
“Transport is vital and we’re disconnected.”

Those who do reach Santiago find a city rich with his-
tory but hampered by what visitors and residents alike
call substandard accommodations, few high-quality
restaurants and a lack of fun things to do at night. Cuban
officials say Santiago has roughly 1,500 of Cuba’s 60,000
hotel rooms, far fewer than it needs. Santiago’s promot-
ers lament that tourists are missing out on the city’s rich
Afro-Cuban culture, its meandering streets, colonial
architecture and its prized role as the home of Cuban
musical genres such as trova and son.

‘It’s a treasure’ 
What’s more, it has a unique underwater park filled

with seven ships sunk during the Spanish-American War,
accessible by small boat or a scuba dive. “It’s a treasure
that we have to show off,” said Vicente Gonzalez, head of
Santiago’s Center for Cultural and Natural Underwater
Heritage.

Along with the new oceanfront malecon and the
restoration of homes in the city’s historic center, the
Cuban government has built a new theater and an arti-
sanal brewpub as part of a broader reconstruction and
improvement effort that began after Hurricane Sandy
devastated the city in 2012. Another potential draw, par-
ticularly for American tourists, is the memorial to
Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, who fought on the
city’s San Juan Hill in one of the most famous battles of
the Spanish-American War that freed Cuba from Spanish
rule. But virtually every tourist establishment in the city
closes at 10 pm, leaving the streets dark and silent.

Last year, Santiago had 297,918 visitor-days, an
industry measure of the number of tourists who arrived
in the city multiplied by the number of days each stayed.
That was a 6 percent rise over 2013, but the overall num-
ber remains tiny compared to flow of tourists in Havana,
which had nearly 3 million visitor days, or Varadero with
7.8 million, according to Jose Luis Perello, a professor of
tourism at the University of Havana.

Some advocates of US travel to Cuba says they are
optimistic about Santiago’s future, particularly since
American tourists remain barred from pure tourism and
must participate mostly in cultural or educational activi-
ties well-suited to historic sites like Santiago.

“The city and the region have much to offer. It’s just a
question of time before tourism in Santiago starts grow-
ing,” said Tom Popper, head of Insight Cuba, one of the
largest operators of US tours to Cuba. “US tourists can go
to any part of the Caribbean for the beaches, but what
they want to see is the Cuba that they haven’t been able
to see for generations.”  —AP

A reveler plays the trumpet at the start of a carnival parade. —AP Photos

Images of Cuban revolutionary heroes, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, (left) Fidel Castro,
and President Raul Castro hang on a wall at a pizzeria.

Isabel Almenares, 78, parades in costume
during carnival celebrations. 

No Longer Empty is a nonprofit arts group that
seeks out empty and underutilized spaces for
art installations throughout New York City.

But it does more than transform empty storefronts
into temporary exhibition space. All its projects relate
to the building’s history and its neighborhood.

The group’s holistic approach also involves com-
munity participation and discussion months before it
comes up with a theme for its site-specific exhibitions.
In most cases, NLE researches and finds the space, but
sometimes it’s invited to produce an installation for a
group, like the current “Bring in the Reality” show with
pieces from its earlier exhibitions for the Nathan
Cummings Foundation that reflects the foundation’s
focus on social and economic justice. Last summer, it
presented an exhibition about housing and commu-
nity at Broadway Housing Communities’ new - but not
yet finished - David Adjaye-designed affordable hous-
ing complex in Harlem’s Sugar Hill.

The nonprofit got its start in 2009 with an exhibi-
tion that responded to the city’s financial crisis.
“Lehman Brothers and everything was collapsing, so
there were massive empty spaces around the city,”
said its founder and chief curator Manon Slome. She
was offered a free site at a former fish-and-tackle
store adjacent to the Chelsea Hotel that had rem-
nants of marine-like imagery. Artists responded by
linking the maritime theme to the notion of the
drowning economy.

‘Neighborhood in transition’ 
Slome was then offered a free space in an upmar-

ket condominium in the evolving Meatpacking
District. Because it lacked a history like the fish-and-
tackle store, “we looked at what it meant to be in a
neighborhood in transition” with an exhibition titled
“Reflecting Transformation.” “So this notion of site-
specificity was built in right at the beginning,” she
said. “Responding to a site became the center of the
way we were curating the exhibition and eventually
the programming” - like a 2012-2013 multimedia
installation that explored the value of currency, com-
modity and debt at the art deco Clock Tower in Long
Island City, Queens, a former bank building vacant
for 25 years and declared a landmark this year.

This summer it occupied three floors of the Old
Bronx Borough Courthouse that’s been abandoned
for 37 years. Twenty-three artists created works that
responded to the history of the Beaux Arts building
and its role in the neighborhood. Artist Teresa Diehl
said the site became “like a community center.” NLE

makes “art accessible to the community and they
engage the artists at every level,” said the Miami-
based artist who is readying another work for NLE
that will open at the South Street Seaport this month.

The organization has two staff curators. Guest
curators are invited as needed for exhibitions, all of
which are free and feature local, international,
emerging and established artists. Each installation
begins with extensive research. Programming in col-
laboration with community organizations extends
the reach of the exhibitions. For its Old Bronx
Borough Courthouse show, NLE asked the district
attorney’s office to re-enact a trial with the audience
as the jury.

To further bolster the narrative of the neigh-
borhood for visitors, cultural maps of other offer-
ings in the area are printed. “It was a great way for
me to create an artistic project that relates to the
community. ... Art should be for the community, to
think about life, to think about change, to engage
with their own realities,” said Kameelah Janon

Rasheed, one of 22 artists in the Sugar Hill exhibi-
tion, whose project of personal and found objects
re-imagined where she lived until her family
became homeless when she was 12.

Ellen Baxter, founder of Broadway Housing
Communities, said NLE “is remarkably serious about
respecting the participation of local leaders.” “They
helped curate the gathering of other cultural organi-
zations. ... On the opening and closing nights there
was a line that went down the block.” —AP

Nonprofit fills empty spaces in NYC with art exhibitions

This Dec 2012 photo provided by No Longer Empty, a nonprofit arts group that
installs exhibitions in empty and underutilized spaces, shows an exhibition, “How
Much Do I Owe You?” in the art deco Clock Tower in Long Island City, Queens, a former
bank building vacant for 25 years and declared a landmark this year in New York. —AP

Two snake-headed mannequins dressed
as businessmen shaking hands in a
piece called “Sealing the Deal” by
Guerra de la Paz.

A tower of gold-painted inner tubes adorned
with airport tags and portraits of Lady
Liberty and titled “Cathedral/Catedral” by
Scherezade Garcia-Vazquez.

An exhibit installed by No Longer Empty
(NLE) in New York, showing bronze
sculptures of women on the wall titled
“Ernestine and Three Friends” by John
Ahearn, which recently hung in a
women’s shelter.


