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A man reads an information board at the entrance of a martial arts school in Havana.

Nestling alongside Havana’s old
town, surrounded by colonial
buildings and swept by the exhaust

trails of passing 1950s American convertibles,
stands a large arch with an ornate roof. It’s the
entrance gate to Havana’s Chinatown, once
the biggest in Latin America, whose residents
are now dreaming of recovering its past glory.
Here, taxi drivers joke that it’s the only China-
town in the world without any Chinese, a tes-
tament to the assimilation of a migrant
community that first arrived in Cuba in the
middle of the 19th century. “Since its creation,
it was an open Chinese neighborhood that
produced this mix between the Chinese and
the country’s original population,” said Teresa
Maria Li, director of the local House of Tradi-
tional Chinese Arts.

Li comes from a family with a Chinese
grandfather and a Spanish grandmother. “First
of all I feel Cuban. But deep inside I have the
Chinese gene and I defend it vigorously, with
a sense of belonging.” After lunch at Lung

Kong old people’s association, pensioners sit
around a table playing mahjong, a tile game
similar to the western card game rummy.
These are some of the last remaining Cuban
residents who are 100 percent Chinese. Their
descendants have embraced the local culture,
and are more Cuban than Chinese.

The first wave of Cantonese migration ar-
rived in 1847 to work as “coolies,” agricultural
laborers who replaced African slaves in the
sugar plantations. The next wave, though, had
money and were fleeing discrimination and an
economic crisis in California. They built a
thriving neighborhood with hundreds of thou-
sands of people, as well as restaurants and
theaters-Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier chris-
tened it the “Yellow City.”

But the migratory flow dried up with
Cuba’s 1959 communist revolution. Those
fleeing Mao Zedong were met by Fidel Castro.
They didn’t hang around. “Calculating the
number of descendants is impossible. There
are first to fifth generation Chinese. Those

Havana’s Chinatown 
dreaming of a new lease on life

Chinese descendants look at a show of dancers at the House of Chinese Arts and Traditions in Havana.


