Odd Fellows in Cuba

Speech during the Gala dinner in the International Odd Fellow meeting in Copenhagen 10.09.2022

Sisters and brothers, ladies and gentlemen
My name is Kari Mervasto. | come from Logen Nr. 15 Johan Ludvig Runeberg, Borga, Finland.

The Odd Fellow Order in Cuba

Those of you who attended the international meeting in Hildesheim in September 2016 surely
remember that there were also three brothers from Cuba. One of them was Javier Sanches
Magadan. He was Gran Secretario the first time | met him. He later became Gran Maestro, that
would be Grand Sire here in Europe. He is now again Gran Secretario.

It is not widely known that Odd Fellows exist in Cuba. | certainly did not know it when | started
to plan my first trip to Cuba. | just wanted to see the old American cars from the 1950's. But |
googled, and found an email address. | sent a message, and received an answer from brother
Javier. The rest is history.

The first Odd Fellow lodge in Cuba is called Porvenir Nr. 1, porvenir meaning future. It was
founded 26.08.1883, just 64 years after Washington Lodge No.1 was founded in Baltimore in
April 1819. All activities were soon banned by the Spanish colonial government, but 2 lodges
continued "underground". They were Hijos del Trabajo Nr. 7 and Regla Nr. 6. With the birth of
the Republic in 1901 work continued legally in 1902. No interruptions since then, not even
during or after the happenings in the1950's. Gran Logia de Cuba was established on
28.02.1925.

There are 11 million citizens in Cuba, and 10.145 Odd Fellow members in 116 lodges. There
are lodges in each of the 15 provinces in Cuba. Included in the numbers are around 4000
Rebekahs, 33 Encampments, 12 Cantons, also known as Patriarch Militants, with around 2200
members, and 11 Junior Lodges, with around 230 members.

We visited a Junior Lodge on our second trip with a group from Finland. The Noble Grand was
14 years old! He did a great job. The members are usually transferred to the lodges for adults
when they turn 18.

Ways of working

The lodges are very active. They have weekly meetings. Some lodges adopt sick or disabled
children, some help at orphanages. We saw that ourselves when we visited an orphanage.
They help families and children of sisters, brothers, as much as they can.

In February 2022 they started a WhatsApp group, which now has 180 members. The meaning
of the group is to bring together those that have something to give with those in need. There
are shelves now in the Gran Logia building with medicine and other donated products.

Current condition

The situation was bad in 2017 when | visited last time. As an example | can mention the
following: From the national shops you could buy one piece of soap every month. After less
than three weeks that piece will be gone, and if you want to buy another you need to go to the
international shops. One piece will then cost you around one week's salary.



The situation is even worse now. Some monetary reforms were made. The intention may have
been good, but the results were definitely not. Those who have family members or friends
abroad manage. The rest have big difficulties. The national stores are practically empty. In the
international stores one package of chicken will cost you one month's salary! If some drugs are
expected to arrive at the pharmacies, a queue will start to build up three days before. When it
is your turn to buy what you need might be sold out. Many hospitals cannot perform operations
because their equipment is broken, or they do not have the simplest things like bandages.

On top of that there was a huge oil depot fire in early August, where at least 14 firefighters
died. The lack of oil still causes the electricity to be cut 12-18 hours a day in the whole country.

Lessons learned

The sisters and brothers in Cuba are kind, passionate and empathetic. | have learned from my
Cuban sisters and brothers that being an Odd Fellow has nothing to do with the dark suit or
dress we wear, or the fancy collar around our necks. It is all about what we wear inside our
hearts!

| close with the words of brother Javier: "To your question about how we see the future, we can
only say that we see it as uncertain. We live in total uncertainty, but with the knowledge that we
will continue to work tirelessly to make our Order of the Three Links stronger, more united and
more powerful".

Donation

Two baskets for donations will circulate after the dinner. All the money will go directly to brother
Javier Sanches Magadan (Gran Secretario). | will account for the transaction to the hosting
lodge Nr. 11 Columbus. If you have any questions, you may come and talk with me any time
during the evening.

Thank you for your attention.

Epilogue

| want to thank all those who donated money. The total sum was over 500 Euro (185 EUR,
2476 DKK, 200 SEK and 200 PLN). This will mean a lot for the Gran Logia de Cuba, as it's
value over there will be 20-30 times higher than in Europe! It appeared that not everyone had
cash, but still would have wanted to donate. My email address is kari.mervasto(at)scansolar.fi.
Those who write to me will receive my bank account information.

In FLT,
Kari Mervasto



