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If God gives you a gift, it doesn’t matter what colour you are. That gift is within you, and nothing, nothing need stop it. You must always follow your dream.





Carlos Acosta





 






 


Your destiny is in your hands – you cannot forget that. That’s what we have to teach all of our children. It also means pushing our children to set their sights a little bit higher.





Barack Obama





 






 


Dancers are the athletes of God.





Albert Einstein
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Introduction

 




 


SILENCE DESCENDS ON THE AUDITORIUM as the conductor raises his baton and the music begins. The curtains draw back to reveal a brilliantly lit stage, the audience anticipates. Suddenly from the wings, the Cuban ‘missile’ strikes, shooting across the open space in awe-inspiring, powerful airborne leaps which defy gravity and human force, while his fast spinning turns seem to bore holes in the flooring. Carlos Acosta, the once reluctant dancer, has arrived. The spine-tickling thrill felt throughout the auditorium is evident as breaths are sucked in with excited admiration, not just because of the new tricks the muscular dancer has perfected, but because everything he does stems from a pure classical ballet technique – and from the heart. 


To most people, ballet is a mysterious art. Unlike theatre, film, music and opera, little is known of it outside its hallowed studios in the real world. A predicted description of ballet from the man-on-the-street would be that the women dance on their tippy-toes while the men wear tights. Unlike the pop star world, ballet dancers and company seasons come and go unnoticed with little fanfare – only their aficionados are switched into the art’s remarkable powers to thrill. 


Just occasionally do ballet exponents become household names – and for obvious reasons. Rudolf Nureyev, the Russian Tatar, was the first in recent years to hit the world’s headlines when, in 1961, he made his dramatic leap for freedom to the West from the Kirov Ballet bringing with him a new style of powerful, macho male dancing. Then thirteen years later came Mikhail Baryshnikov, also an escapee from the stifling Soviet system. With his boyish charm and softer bravura technique, he presented a different brand of male dancing to the world’s stages, and later reached a wider audience with appearances in films and television series.


And then there is Carlos Acosta, born in Cuba, with a background of deprivation, physical punishment and reluctance, who has nonetheless become a legend in his own lifetime. From the barrios of a Havana slum and a history of young delinquency which brought him several times in line with the law, he now conquers the world’s stages performing before royalty and rulers, and winning hearts and plaudits for his exacting technique and the breathtaking, fearless risks he takes in his dancing. Along with his exceptional physical talents, his friendliness, interest in others and good manners have resulted in him being sought out for chat shows and interviews, while there is always a throng of loyal fans outside stage doors waiting for him after a performance. 


He has known as many lows as highs in his lifetime and yet, pushed on by a paternal force, he learned dutifully to develop and share his talent with the world. For Carlos, who remains one of the nicest and most humble stars in today’s artistic galaxy, it has been an unbelievable but wonderfully enriching journey, and his life offers a story of hope to all. 
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From Barrio Bajo to Ballet Barre

 


‘Tethering the little slum ruffian’



 




 


IT WAS GOOD that he was bad. If he had not been a rebel, a delinquent skipping school to breakdance and play football, he might have ended up as a truck driver like his father, or become one of the many jobless young men, lounging around on street corners. Or even worse, he could have landed in prison. 


But Carlos Acosta had a destiny to play out, one that would take him from anonymity, loneliness and the sultry heat of his home slums, to adulation, fame and fortune on the stages of the world where he has become one of the most famous male dancers of his generation. However, it was because of his constant truancy that his father sent him to be disciplined in the ballet studio. And the rest, as they say, is history, even though the decision didn’t produce an immediate magical about-face as happens in many of the fairy-tale ballets that Carlos has since danced. He had to learn to love classical ballet – and that took many, many years of hard work and resistance to its tough demanding disciplines. He would have preferred to take the easy route and just be ‘normal’. 


Carlos Junior Acosta Quesada was born on 2 June 1973 in Los Pinos, in the Arroyo Naranjo district of La Habana, on the sleeping crocodile-shaped Caribbean island of Cuba. Today, parts of Los Pinos boast a burgeoning tourist area with modern villas overlooking white sands and turquoise seas. But for Carlos in the 1970s, it was a grim place to be brought up in. Los Pinos, typical of so many other neighbourhoods in Cuba, was drab and dusty with crumbling brickwork falling onto cracked and broken paths. Women, intent on finding food for their families, scurried along these litter-filled pavements trying to ignore the rotting smells from overflowing garbage bins which attracted not only clouds of flies but feral cats and mangy, homeless dogs. Ramshackle trucks rattled noisily along the pot-holed roads, kicking up dust and throwing out fumes. Despite their perilous appearance, these metal monstrosities were beloved by their owners and tenderly repaired with parts from old, rusty Russian machines left during the friendlier days between these two once-strong bastions of communism. ‘They would also be repaired with bent coat hangers, bits of wire, TV remote control parts – whatever you could lay your hands on,’ laughed Carlos. ‘It was a wonder that they moved at all, but to own one, was to have status.’ 


The Acosta family lived on the upper floor of a two-storey rural wooden house in one of these bustling dusty streets – Naranjito 971 e/Fernandez, Castro y Avenida los Pinos. There were six apartments in this old building, three down and three up. The Acostas reached their apartment via a rusting metal staircase that branched off to the left and to the right near the top. ‘We were in the middle apartment,’ he said, ‘and we usually went up the left side and passed the window of our neighbours. Everyone knew what was going on with us. I was really happy here as a kid despite us not having anything. I miss the atmosphere even today.’ The Acostas had no running water and Carlos relates in his autobiography that every drop had to be carried in by hand and up the stairs, while the walls throughout the apartment had cracks that let in the daylight and overwhelming heat, and gave cosy shelter to the many bugs.* The challenge to keep everything clean in the dust and the heat was depressing, yet Cuban women are house-proud, none more so than Carlos’ mother who daily would sweep away the dirt and grime and go on her knees to scrub the rough floors. There was no privacy in these shanty-like homes – everyone knew everybody’s business, and every sound of neighbours’ activities and conflicts, together with the noises of gear-grinding trucks and spluttering motorbikes on the road outside had to be tolerated day and night. Sleeping accommodation for the family of five in the Acosta household was equally bleak. When he was three years old, Carlos’ parents divorced but, due to the economic situation, his father continued to live in the same house. ‘He didn’t talk much. He was very strict and hard on us so it was a traumatic childhood for me and my sisters,’ he remembered. With just two rooms and the large, ungainly pieces of battered furniture that inhabited the meagre space, the family had to be divided at bedtime: his father slept on a mat in the living room while the two sisters slept squashed together in an antiquated double bed whose springs poked through the well-worn mattress. Little Carlos slept with his mother in a single bed that was shoved up against the wall. But like young children, he was happy there: ‘It was home. We had two rabbits that just hopped around the apartment. I am not sure if they were bought for me as pets, or to multiply for food, but they were part of my young life,’ he recalled years later in London. ‘Up on the roof I kept pigeons. I raised them and bonded with them. You have to put them in wire pens so that they can see the sky around them and get to know their home territory. And I would fly them. You know that pigeons try to pull other pigeons down into their area, so if one landed on my roof and I caught it, then it belonged to me. Their owners often offered to pay to get it back. I had around six pigeons and they became my confidantes whenever I was troubled – or, more often, in trouble. I would go up to the roof to get away from the problems in my house – it was the only place where I could be alone and hide. I developed a nice bond with them.’ Up there on the flat rooftop, their gentle cooing would put his world to rights for that brief moment. 




 




 


From the mid-sixteenth century, shiploads of slaves were brought over from sub-Saharan Africa to the verdant island of Cuba to work in the coffee and later sugar cane plantations of the rich settlers in this Spanish colony. Over the years the races intermarried so that today’s Cuba is peopled by a mixed and vibrant race whose skin colour ranges from European white to African ebony, with all the hues in between. In Cuba there is generally no prejudice and the people live in harmony with each other, though Carlos thinks differently. ‘Discrimination is very subtle and it is never reprimanded. Someone in the street will call out “hey Negrito” to get your attention. But you would never hear, “hey brunette,” “hey blonde”. It should be taught in schools not to differentiate between people, but sadly it isn’t.’ 


Cuba’s melting pot of races often produces a spectrum of colours in a single family. Carlos’ family was no exception. His maternal grandfather, after whom Carlos had been named, had Spanish forebears and was fair-haired with green eyes, so Carlos’ mother, María, and all her family were white-skinned, as was his older half-sister Berthe who had been born out of wedlock. His second sister Marilin was a mulata criolla, with an olive skin, but Carlos took after their father Pedro, a direct descendant of African slaves who had very dark skin, and though Carlos was somewhat lighter in colour, he shared his father’s wild, tight, curly Afro hair and wide nose. For him, right from an early age, being black was, and continued to be, a thorn in his flesh. It was a constant nagging torment that continued to haunt his confidence for much of his life, especially in his early days as a dancer in the traditionally white world of classical ballet. Sadly, this colour prejudice even ran with some of his closest, pale-skinned family members, as Carlos discovered during his early childhood. 


Born in 1918, Pedro Acosta’s own mother – Carlos’ paternal grandmother – had been born on a sugar plantation, the daughter of slaves. Pedro said little about his father who died when he was six years old, but Carlos did learn that Acosta was not a family name. In the tradition of those days of servitude, slaves took on the surname of their master, in this case Acosta. Losing his father at such an early age meant that young Pedro had to grow up quickly and take on the responsibilities of helping to provide for his mother and a younger brother. To augment the family’s meagre finances, he soon found a job selling newspapers. He later worked at the dockside as a stevedore, loading heavy canvas bags of sugar, which, at that time in its history, was Cuba’s great export, due to a sugar shortage in Europe caused by the First World War. In the 1920s, the island of Cuba had become a tropical paradise, playing host to many pleasure-seeking individuals. It was seen as a fantastic playground for the rich with a reputation for ‘anything goes’. Life on the lush island was invigorating for those with money in their pockets. But for others, it resulted in great inequality between the rich and the poor. The divided atmosphere also brought discrimination between black and white, something that Pedro had to face on a daily basis. The blacks did the menial tasks, working as shoeshine boys, street cleaners and stevedores and were regularly humiliated and even beaten. Segregation was a way of life just as it was in America’s Deep South. But, reports Carlos, on one occasion Pedro memorably beat the system.* It was a just moment, a very brief one and one unbeknown to him at the time, that was to change the course of his future son’s life forever. He’d snuck into a ‘whites only’ cinema and sat gazing at the screen in amazement and incredulity at a silent film, seeing for the first time in his life, the mystical beauty of ballet dancers twirling gracefully. Their actions seemed almost magical and the splendour of it all entranced him. But he didn’t get to watch for long. His presence was quickly noted and the management unceremoniously booted him out. However, the images of those precious moments, which Pedro did not understand and which he never encountered again or analysed, remained dormant in his mind during the ensuing forty-odd years. 


Carlos’ mother was the eldest of three daughters – María, Mireya and Lucía – of philanthropic Carlos Quesada and his wife Georgina. However, the pretty, blonde, vivacious and single María found herself pregnant at the age of seventeen and in 1965 gave birth to a daughter, Berthe. Eighteen months later, much to the family’s displeasure she met and fell in love with Pedro Acosta, a man nearly three times her age, who had been married three times before and had already fathered eight children. With María, he added three more, the youngest being Carlos, who came into this world via a difficult Caesarean section, due to his, now famous, feet wrongly positioned to come out first. 


The Acosta home-life was typical of those who lived in the run-down neighbourhood. The average wage at that time was around seventy pesos and mothers would spend their days in queues in the blazing sunshine trying to find food for the family. Each Cuban family member was given a ration book, which allowed provisions to be bought at subsidised prices. The food was distributed at the local store or bodega and was usually of poor quality. Each person was allowed a certain allocation every month of rice, fish, beans, potatoes, soaps and detergents, though whether those products could be found was another matter. If you had the money there was the free market where fresh items were always available but more expensive. Or there were stores where – if you were entitled to have them – you paid with American dollars. The Acosta family did not have access to these shops, so they had to rely on the state stores and hope that there was something left when they reached the counter. Pedro worked as a driver travelling around the small island delivering fruit in a battered old green Soviet Zil 59 lorry. He was often away for up to a month at a time, which meant that his absences would stretch the family’s food allowance a little further, and sometimes he would return home with leftover supplies which augmented the Acosta family’s meagre diet. Like other women, María would often go into the countryside with a bag of essentials, such as soap, toothpaste and cleaning products that she had bought with her ration card, to exchange them for fresh food. But her children were always hungry – especially Carlos. 


The Acostas often had little on their own meal plates but small portions of precious food could be found elsewhere in the home. Pedro was a follower of Santería, an Afro-Cuban religion based on the Yoruba culture in Nigeria and brought over by slaves. The traditions incorporate the worship of orishas – multidimensional beings which represent the forces of nature. Pedro would pray to these saints regularly and leave offerings for them. These would include valued amounts of fruit, cakes and sweets which, apart from attracting flies as they decayed, would make the children’s mouths drool with envy when their own plates were empty. Followers of Santería believe that the spirits will give them help in life, if they carry out the appropriate rituals, some of which involve animal sacrifice. During Carlos’ childhood, his father’s shrine to the saints was set up in the living room – a collection of strange metallic items on top of which stood a small statue of a cockerel. If the bird fell over, it meant that something terrible was about to happen. Many times during normal childish play, the statue would tumble, causing Carlos great panic. Carefully he would set it upright again and then warily watch his father when he returned home for any telltale signs that he might discover his son’s misdemeanour. On one unforgettable day, Carlos came home to find that his pet rabbits, Negrito and Canela, had found their way up to the shrine and had nibbled at the gifts for the saints. He quickly patched up the mess they had made, praying that his father wouldn’t notice. Nothing was said but a few days later there was the rare treat of meat on the Acostas’ table for supper. The children tucked in excitedly – only later to discover that it was rabbit meat! The pets had duly received their punishment. ‘I was so upset,’ Carlos reported, ‘I have never eaten rabbit meat again!’ 


The three maternal sisters were very close and would visit each other regularly but from a very early age, Carlos became aware of his relatives’ light skin colourings, and his difference troubled him, especially when Aunt Mireya would give all her attention to fair-haired Berthe. Fortunately Aunt Lucía made a special effort to include the other two darker children. Yet throughout his childhood and subsequent life, Carlos has held warm feelings for each and every member of his family, with the initial exception of his father – that loyalty, love and gratitude would only come later in his life. Pedro he feared, for his father had a violent temper and would lash out physically when Carlos was in trouble, especially later in his childhood when he was discovered skipping ballet classes to play football with his friends. 


Nevertheless, the bond of family in the Acosta household remained very strong despite the many challenges it faced and would face. As his life progressed, Carlos began to realise the reasons for his father’s strict and often forceful conduct towards him. Pedro was trying to instil in his son the fact that when you have a talent, you have a duty to develop it, no matter what problems are thrown at you, and that the only way to achieve is through hard, often gruelling work. Pedro’s coldness and cruelty had been to awaken the young boy from the lackadaisical dream of just living, to a sense of striving. His father’s lack of demonstrative love and his physical severity hurt him emotionally for many years, but gradually, as he has developed and succeeded, Carlos has come to see that it was the only way out of his mentally fenced-in surroundings. He now holds up his father as one of the greatest men he has known. 




 




 


In 1959 the bushy-bearded, army-capped Fidel Castro overthrew General Fulgencio Batista and came to power. By 1960 all opposition was culled, controversial newspapers were closed, and radio and TV came under state control. Then in 1961 came the unsuccessful attempt at the Bay of Pigs by American CIA-trained, anti-Castro Cubans to overthrow the government. The following year saw the Cuban Missile Crisis after which America broke all diplomatic relations with the country. Embargoes were imposed and all American commercial and financial trading stopped. Life under the strict communist regime now became wrought with severe hardships, especially famine. A travel ban was also inflicted on the people. The enormous challenges continued despite the economic and practical help the country now received from the Soviet Union, which needed communist Cuba as an important base for its activities in South America, just as much as Cuba needed the trade and finance. But when the early rumblings of discontent in the Iron Curtain countries began, and continued to crescendo until the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, that support was taken from Cuba, leaving them to struggle on their own once more. 


During the hardest period of the embargoes, with the scarcity of food and money due to the lack of trade, many Cubans opted to take their lives into their own hands to start a new life in America. They would unofficially set sail in small boats and homemade rafts, many of which capsized on the treacherous waters of the Florida Strait. Then unexpectedly, from April to October in 1980, Fidel Castro temporarily lifted the restrictions that had prevented his people from leaving their homeland. It was called the Mariel Boat Lift and 1.2 million nationals took advantage of the opportunity.*




The Acostas, including María’s close family, were not exempt from wishing to leave. The lack of food and goods and the seemingly no way out of their poverty was enough to tempt everyone to believe that life would be better elsewhere. They had relatives in Venezuela and these family members could obtain exit papers for them all to go there first. From there, the Acosta/Quesada clan could then formally request to go to America to start a new life in Miami. So they all applied for exit permits.


When Carlos was seven, Grandma Georgina, his two aunts, and young cousin came to live with Pedro, María, Berthe, Marilin and him while they waited for their invitations to leave. With the paltry wages of a truck driver, it was hard enough to provide for one’s own growing offspring. Now suddenly the Acostas’ food allowance had to be stretched even further, as indeed did the four walls of their small home. Tragically, during the waiting, his kindly, twenty-six-year-old Aunt Lucía developed schizophrenia, was admitted to hospital and then took her own life. It shocked the family but made them all the more determined to seek a new life abroad. When the papers that would allow them to apply for a visa finally arrived from their Venezuelan relatives, everyone’s name was included on it – except for the darker-skinned members, in other words, Pedro, Carlos and Marilin. All María’s dreams for a new, less burdensome life together with her closest kin were shattered. While her papers and Berthe’s were in order and they were free to leave, her husband and two other children had been left off the list. What and how was she to choose: a new, hopefully brighter future with family members in another country, but without two of her children and any financial support from her husband? Or should she stay and continue her present life of drudgery in Cuba with all of its problems? With a heavy heart, she decided to stay, and watched in disbelief when the day finally came and her mother and sisters set off, with very little hopes of ever being together again. María would never get over the shock of being left behind. 




 




 


Carlos was a real little ruffian of the streets. Known in the neighbourhood as Yuli, a name that Berthe had given him, his days were filled playing with the local lads and following their wayward ways. He still loves to tell how, at an early age, he learned to scale the neighbours’ walls and steal mangoes from the trees – and not just to satiate an ever-present hunger. He would also sell the stolen fruit to the local shop, using the money to go to the cinema. Swift and smart, it was rare for him to be caught but when that happened, he would be severely reprimanded and often beaten by his father. Undeterred and promising to repent, he’d soon be off on his thieving rounds again. When he was five years old, he started at kindergarten – ‘it was called the Granma School’, he reported – near to his home. He set off each day in a clean white shirt, red shorts and later, the traditional blue pioneer scarf around his neck. But the young boy felt that school was a rude interruption to his life on the streets. 


Like all young boys, his passion was football. He dreamed of being on the local team and when talent spotters came around, he would perform all kinds of exertions to show that he was fit, hoping to impress them. But to his great disappointment, he was never chosen. Marilin was interested in disco dancing and showed him lots of the moves, which he picked up quickly. When he was nearly nine, breakdancing became the craze in Cuba and with it came the body-popping, moon-walking moves of Michael Jackson. ‘Michael had branched out from the Jackson Five to start his solo career with Quincy Jones,’ says Carlos. ‘Man, it was a great time. Jackson was one of the biggest influences on me when I was growing up.’ 


All the youngsters were in awe of the American singer and dancer and tried to emulate him. Someone in the neighbourhood would see Jackson performing his latest pop song on television and then show off the incredible dance steps to the local youngsters. Everyone wanted to dance like Michael Jackson, especially Carlos. ‘Michael Jackson was my idol,’ he said. ‘He made it big time and I wanted to be like him, to move and to dance like him. He had personality as well as enormous talent. He brought a revolution to dance worldwide and all of us kids tried to do his moves. We loved him and would learn every step and copy him. His death [in 2009] was a huge shock and it has deprived the world of a great artist. I felt really bad when I heard the news. He still had so much more to say and do.’ Carlos’ sister Marilin joined a local breakdancing group and showed herself an excellent exponent of this new craze. She often let her little brother come along and he’d watch with interest. Unknown to her, when she was at school, he’d play truant and go back to learn more moves from the street gang who had formed a club called Vieja Línea. The fashion was baggy pants and sweatshirts, topped off with a cap turned back-to-front, a headwear fashion statement that Carlos still adopts, though today, shiny, bouncy curls tumble out in coiffured abandon unlike the tangled matted hair then. And they would chomp on ersatz chewing gum – sticking plaster – ‘to give us “attitude”’, chuckled Carlos. Young Yuli was a natural from an early age, throwing himself into head rolls and shoulder spins with gusto – something he still can do today. Marilin was amazed at his progress and natural talent, unaware, as was his family also, that he had been skipping school to practise with the boys. His breakdance partner was a sprightly young lad called Opito and they polished their moves until they were good enough to compete in local competitions. Carlos was given the name of El Moro de Los Pinos (the Moor of Los Pinos) and found that in dancing, he became someone else, fearless and no longer shy. At one competition, he won his first trophy and he suddenly felt that life was beginning to look up. He was happy. Life was good for the nine-year-old, so he believed – but not for long. His father thought otherwise. 


When Pedro found out that his son had been missing school to go off breakdancing, he realised that something had to be done to discipline the unruly lad who was well on the road, even at this early age, to becoming a hooligan in trouble with the law. But all of Pedro’s threats, warnings and even physical punishments seemed to have no effect on his young son. No sooner had Carlos recovered from his chastisements, than he would be back to his old unreformed ways with his gang. His father was at his wits’ end as to how to tame him. 


And then by chance, Pedro met a downstairs neighbour who told him that her two sons were studying at the Alejo Carpentier Provincial School of Ballet. Her words rekindled a flame in him. Suddenly the long-buried remembrance of the dancers in that early flickering black-and-white film, rose up once more in his consciousness, like a metamorphosed dragonfly escaping from the murky depths of its stagnant life with promises of a new future in a world of elegance and grace. 


Ballet!


That’s what his delinquent young son needed – discipline in the form of ballet classes. That would keep him in line and off the streets. And there would also be other advantages. Not only would he be educated and trained for free, but he would also receive food during the training – and he had a rapacious appetite – thus cutting down on household bills. When the unsuspecting nine-year-old came home later that day, both parents were eagerly awaiting to tell him the good news about his exciting new future. Carlos’ reaction was expectedly explosive and he lashed out verbally. He knew nothing about ballet except that he’d heard it was for ‘poofs’. If he followed his parents’ wishes, he would lose his status in the gang and become the laughing stock of the whole neighbourhood. He would not be obedient and go. But his father was adamant. 


A week later, María dragged her unwilling son on the long trip on three overcrowded ramshackle buses to get to the downtown district of Vedado in Havana. The ballet school was situated at the intersection of streets L and 19 where Carlos joined a queue of young hopefuls and their pushy parents, some of whom looked contemptuously at the pretty blonde mother and her dark brooding child. Again Carlos had the sensation of being a second-class citizen because he was not white. Once inside and stripped to his tattered and grubby swimming pants, he was stretched and pulled like a ball of putty as the ballet staff evaluated his physique and future growth, rather than his ability to dance. They could mould him to their requirements during the years of rigorous training, but not if his body was going to grow up wrongly or if he wasn’t naturally supple. A musical test followed, then he was asked to improvise a dance. Puzzled, he decided to do the only thing he knew how to do – breakdance. Suddenly he was on the floor, throwing himself about, body popping like Michael Jackson until the incredulous judges called for him to stop before he did himself an injury. Content that he had shown himself an unlikely candidate, he and his mother returned home again on the three-bus journey and waited for the dreaded letter from the school. A week later it came and so did the realisation of Carlos’ worst fears – he’d been accepted to start next term in August 1982. He raced up to the roof – his sanctuary from all the problems he was about to face – to tell his pet pigeons his awful news. 





* Carlos Acosta. No Way Home. HarperPress, 2007, p.6  






*

No Way Home, p.9  






* www.globalsecurity.org 
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