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The rediscovery by the first author of the three letters received by him from  
A. Núñez Jiménez – at that time president of the Academy of Sciences of Cuba – 
throws new light on the events having lead to the organisation of the first 
biospeleological expedition to Cuba, this being at the same time the first scientific 
expedition abroad made by Romanian naturalists from the post-war period. A key 
role has been played in this by A. Núñez Jiménez, eminent Cuban geographer, 
speleologist, archaeologist, ethnographer (20.04.1923 – 13.09.1998), considered by 
some as being “the fourth discoverer of Cuba” and, in his quality of president of the 
Academy of Sciences, a personality with strong social weight in Cuba at that time. 

The story begins with the memorable visit of A.N.J. at the Speleological 
Institute “E. Racovitza” of Bucharest (July 12, 1963). The main aim of his visit to 
Romania was the signing of a collaboration protocol between the Academies of 
Sciences of Romania and Cuba; but for the Romanian speleology/biospeleology 
things took, during this visit, a remarkable turn, as vividly narrated in the 
unpublished personal diary kept by the second author, and in a book published by 
him in 1980 and making use of notes from this diary. It was during this visit that a 
first idea about our future fruitful collaboration had been sketched-out, as reaction 
to A.N.J.’s account about Cuba as extraordinary field for speleological and 
biospeleological research…, and, surprisingly, about the lack of biospeleologists on 
the island. Despite the fact that only vague proposals were formulated during this 
visit, the idea that in the future a team of Romanian speleologists could visit Cuba 
for biospeleological field work and that this idea could find a place in a cooperation 
agreement between the Academies of Sciences of the two countries was greeted 
with enthusiasm by the scientific staff of the Institute of Speleology. 

During a private visit of the first author to A.N.J. (Bucharest, July 13, 1963) an 
effort was made to convince him – apparently with some success – that a joint 
biospeleological expedition to Cuba is not only desirable, but also possible, and the 
names of the Romanian members of the expedition in spe (L. Botoşăneanu, Ş. Negrea, 
V. Decu) were suggested, too. But more than five years should elapse until this dream 
was made true; in this interval, apparently almost nothing of importance happened, but  
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this is contradicted by the recent rediscovery of some pieces of correspondence 
between L.B. and A.N.J. (1963–1968: Figs. 2–4), correspondence ending a long-lasting 
deadlock, and finally leading to the realization of the first Cuban-Romanian 
Biospeleological Expedition to Cuba (March 9 – June 19, 1969) (Fig. 1). 
 

  
Fig. 1 – The members of the first joint Cuban-Romanian expedition to Cuba, in front of the Capitolio 
Nacional of La Habana, surrounding the president of the Academy of Sciences, Antonio Núñez 
Jiménez (in uniform). Left to right: Ştefan Negrea, Acelia Caballero (translator), Lazăr Botoşăneanu, 
Vasile Decu, Carlos Fundora and Nicasio Viña. Gheorghe Racoviţă is missing, as he arrived in Cuba  
                                                 a month after this picture was taken.  

 
Only three letters of A. Núñez Jiménez have survived. In the first of them 

(Fig. 2), addressed to the first author of the present note, A.N.J. remembers with 
pleasure his visit at the Institute of Speleology; he writes that although the Cuban 
Academy does not have the possibility to invite foreign scientists during 1964, my 
proposal will be considered in the planning for 1965; in the final part of this letter 
we read how much my “valuable activity as scientist and as trainer of young Cuban 
staff in the field of biospeleology” is appreciated by the Cuban part. 
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Fig. 2 – Letter of A. Núñez Jiménez addresed to L. Botoşăneanu on November 19, 1963 (facsimile). 
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Fig. 3 – Letter of A.N.J. addressed to L. Botoşăneanu on December 9, 1964 (facsimile). 
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Fig. 4 – Letter of A.N.J. addressed to L. Botoşăneanu on March 13, 1968 (facsimile). 
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Fig. 5 – Letter of A.N.J. addressed to Şt. Negrea, V. Decu, L. Botoşăneanu and Gh. Racoviţă  
on June 18, 1969 (facsimile). 
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a. 
 

 
Fig. 6 – Letter of A.N.J. addressed to V. Decu and Şt. Negrea on October 9, 1969 (facsimile). 
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b. 

Fig. 6 – Letter of A.N.J. addressed to V. Decu and Şt. Negrea on October 9, 1969 (facsimile). 
 

The second letter (December 9, 1964; same addressee) (Fig. 3) mentions that 
in short time a letter will be sent to the president of the Romanian Academy to ask 
his authorisation for my travel to Cuba for speleological research. 

Finally, the third letter (March 13, 1968; directed to “Compañeros 
Botosaneanu, Decu y Negrea, investigadores scientificos principales”) (Fig. 4) 
brings the decisive information that “At present we are in negotiations with the 
Academy of Romania with the aim of carrying out jointly, in the near future, 
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speleological research in Cuba”. We were now about one year far from the 
achievement of our dream. 

A few final notes will suffice. The expedition was for the first time officially 
mentioned in the cooperation agreement between the two Academies (October 21, 
1968). The initial composition of the Romanian team: T. Orghidan, L. Botoşăneanu,  
V. Decu, Şt. Negrea; latter on T.O. replaced – for medical reasons – by Gh. Racoviţă, 
who will join the team later in Cuba.  

The correspondence with A.N.J. continued after the first expedition (Figs. 5–6). 
For instance, in a letter (Fig. 6) dated October 9, 1969 (and directed to V.D. and 
S.N. – L. Botoşăneanu being still outrunned by the consequences of a serious 
pulmonary histoplasmosis got in the Cuban caves) A.N.J. refers to projects of joint 
research, in some cases already initiated during the 1969 expedition, or to projects 
of publications. The excellent scientific results of the first expedition, obtained 
despite difficulties of all kinds, and published inter alia in four volumes of 
“Résultats …” (1973, 1977, 1981, 1983) have determined the Cuban Academy to 
invite a team of Romanian speleologists for a second expedition to Cuba in 1973. 
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