















Praise for Waking in Havana



“Elena Schwolsky has written a remarkable memoir of a life dedicated to struggle and service. Her stories—from the front lines of the AIDS pandemic—are heartbreaking and profoundly inspirational. From Newark to Havana, Elena shares stories of great poignancy, humor, and deep insight as she evolves from idealistic and passionate young woman to seasoned and practical veteran of the movement. Schwolsky never describes herself as a hero, but she most certainly is one.”


—Cleve Jones, author of When We Rise: My Life in the Movement and founder of the AIDS Memorial Quilt


“Waking in Havana will awaken readers to the extraordinary ways in which cultural bridges can create understanding and reciprocity between Cubans and Americans, even on issues as complex as the AIDS crisis. Elena Schwolsky is a unique ‘yuma’ in Havana who gives back more than she receives, revealing how Cuba opened her heart in unexpected ways.”


—Ruth Behar, Professor of Anthropology, University of Michigan, and author of Lucky Broken Girl


“Waking in Havana explores territory few dare to tread. Set in turbulent times where Cold War Cuba meets the AIDS crisis, Schwolsky succeeds in crafting a deeply intimate tale of grief and healing—hers and others—while immersed in a foreign (and often contradictory) culture. Schwolsky’s memoir probes thorny issues, including survivor’s guilt, acculturation, bias, and addiction, through painstaking prose full of the humanity, solidarity, creativity, and humor for which Cubans are known. This firsthand account from the front lines of Cuba’s AIDS program is guaranteed to make readers laugh and cry—much like the misunderstood island the author grew to know and love.”


—Conner Gorry, author of 100 Places in Cuba Every Woman Should Go and manager of Cuba Libro, Havana’s only English-language bookstore


“Like Elena Schwolsky, I was a nurse in the broken heart of an American city during the 1980s and ’90s and witnessed the effects of HIV and AIDS on the families I cared for and the larger community … reading this very personal and compelling memoir, I kept thinking of a line from Mary Oliver’s poem, “The Summer Day”: Tell me, what is it you plan to do / with your one wild and precious life? In Waking in Havana, Schwolsky tells us what she has done with hers. Trust me, you will want to find out.”


—Veneta Masson, RN, MA, author of Clinician’s Guide to the Soul


“With warmth, humor, and endless compassion, Elena Schwolsky has created a remarkable and timely memoir. Waking In Havana brings us intimately along Schwolsky’s path to healing from her husband Clarence’s death from AIDS, which winds right through the unforgettable world of a 1990s Cuban AIDS sanitarium. This book reinforces the importance of the stories of people that society too often casts aside—not just to prevent others from dehumanizing the most vulnerable but because of how much all of us gain through connecting to each other.”


—Aaron Zimmerman, executive director of the NY Writers Coalition and author of By The Time You Finish This Book You Might Be Dead


“Elena Schwolsky takes us on an unforgettable journey through the trenches: as an idealistic Venceremos brigadista doing her part to build a new nation; a pediatric AIDS nurse on the front lines of the epidemic that claimed her Vietnam veteran husband; and as a grieving widow volunteering at one of Cuba’s controversial AIDS sanatoriums, where she inspires the creation of Cuba’s first AIDS quilt panel. Her remarkable story bears compassionate witness to the resilience and courage of one of the most vulnerable communities both in the US and in her beloved, quixotic Cuba.”


—Mindy Lewis, author of Life Inside: A Memoir


“The author’s loving descriptions of people whose lives have been directly and intimately impacted by HIV/AIDS humanizes the meaning of this epidemic. It is more than just telling their stories; her rich attention to detail and nuance help us feel as if we’ve met these folks and they are now our friends as well. In the honest and moving sharing of her own story, Schwolsky sheds new light on how public health policies, cultural norms, and challenges to old ways of thinking are all part of the fight to save lives and the struggle for a better world.”


—Leslie Cagan, lifelong social justice organizer, former national coordinator of United For Peace and Justice (UFPJ), and founder/coordinator of the Cuba Information Project


“Through the stories of patients at the AIDS sanitarium, the author tells the painful story of a hard stage at the beginning of the epidemic in Cuba that reflects the anguish of living with HIV/AIDS in those early years. Waking in Havana provides a valuable record of this experience, as well as the evolution of the program to its current form, where all patients live, study, work, and receive medical attention in their respective communities.”


—Dr. Jorge Perez Avila, Profesor Consultante Instituto de Medicina Tropical (IPK) and author of AIDS: Confessions to a Doctor


“Waking in Havana: A Memoir of AIDS and Healing in Cuba provides a personal and timely look at Cuba’s HIV/AIDS program. The author was my guide during an unforgettable visit to this beautiful island at the beginning of the pediatric HIV epidemic. The exchange she writes about so vividly is a powerful example of the cooperation and learning that is such an important part of the global fight to prevent HIV/AIDS and provide the best possible care to those who are living with this disease.”


—James M. Oleske, MD, MPH, Director, Division of Pediatric Allergy, Immunology and Infectious Diseases, Rutgers-New Jersey Medical School


“I was intrigued from the first paragraph of this engrossing memoir. Living on a rural hippie commune? Wielding a machete with Cuban revolutionaries? Elena Schwolsky is a woman whose idealism and courage led to her involvement in some of the emblematic events of her time. … Her early connection with the Cuban people … and her accounts of her work and relationships there humanize a culture unknown to many of us. Elena could be your friend, or mine, telling us about a life propelled by courage, love, and hard work. Read her story!”


—Alison Moed Palercio, RN, MSN, former Nurse Manager, AIDS Unit, SF General Hospital


“In the retelling of her experiences, Schwolsky has woven together a vivid tapestry using threads made of moments and memories from a life full of encounters caring for those affected by and infected with HIV/AIDS, both as a nurse and as a citizen of the world … she courageously writes critically of herself and the systems she engaged with in her endeavors to provide care to those in need and address the social injustices that shaped the delivery of their care. … Waking in Havana takes readers on a journey that mirrors the author’s.”


—Mario de la Cruz, MS, Associate Director, Division of Narrative Medicine, Department of Medical Humanities and Ethics, Columbia University
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PREFACE


In 1972 I left my two-year-old son with his father at a rural hippie commune north of San Francisco and traveled to Cuba to wield a machete in solidarity with the young Cuban revolution. I was twenty-five years old, restless, idealistic, and naïve enough to believe that leaving my toddler for three months was no big deal.


It was illegal to travel to Cuba then for most Americans. This island, just ninety miles off our shore, was declared forbidden territory by a US government decree in 1962, and has more or less remained so to this day. But I was thrilled to discover a beautiful, struggling country in the midst of a profound social transformation—a brave attempt to create a society based on collective well-being rather than individual gain. Cuba was full of energy and people solving problems together, and I immersed myself in the experience—living and working with other young people from around the world—in a way that changed me forever.


After Cuba my life took many twists and turns—through motherhood, divorce, a nursing career, a decade spent in the trenches of the AIDS epidemic, and, eventually, the pain of becoming a young widow. After each life transition, Cuba beckoned—a place where I could reinvent myself and where, no matter if it had been one year or ten, my Cuban friends and colleagues would welcome me with open arms.


In January of 1996, I celebrated my fiftieth birthday in Havana surrounded by the second family I had found there, who made me a “cake” out of rice with pimientos and olives spelling out my name across the top (a big sacrifice given the food shortages) and sang “Happy Baby Jou-jou,” their attempt at an English version of the birthday song. This marked the start of a long-planned six-month stay in Cuba. I had taken a leave of absence from my job as a pediatric nurse in Newark, New Jersey, and would be working at the AIDS sanatorium on the outskirts of Havana, Los Cocos, named for the large coconut palms that dotted the grounds.


What a maze of bureaucracy I had waded through on both sides of the Florida straits to get to this special day! This trip had to be “legal,” so I’d applied for a license from the US Treasury Department, which arrived only two days before my scheduled departure. On the Cuban side, I needed permission from the Ministry of Health to work as a volunteer with the Grupo de Prevención SIDA (AIDS Prevention Group) at the sanatorium. I had verbal assurances that this would be fine, but nothing yet in writing.


But there were other hurdles to jump as well—emotional ones that could not be resolved by paperwork and licenses. My husband Clarence died of AIDS in 1990, and I had spent the better part of a decade working as a nurse in a pediatric AIDS clinic. A few years earlier, I’d made a conscious decision to transfer to a different job, which moved me away from the world that had shaped my life for so long. Now I would be spending each day with Cubans who were living with the virus and who—because of the US embargo, in effect since 1962, which kept needed medication from reaching them—were often without adequate treatment. They might get sick. They might die. And although my Spanish was fluent, I wondered if I would be equal to the task of navigating the complex political and cultural divides I would encounter.


Many of my colleagues in AIDS and public health circles in the US questioned my decision to work in Cuba’s controversial AIDS program. Cuba faced widespread global condemnation for its policy of requiring people diagnosed with HIV to live in residential sanatoriums. The program was not without its defenders, who pointed to the low rate in infection on the island as a model for the developing world, and dismissed all criticism. I felt caught between these opposing outlooks, but I was determined to keep an open mind. I would be a sponge—soaking up the Cuban experience and trying to understand it in its own context. By the end of the six months, I had four or five notebooks crammed with observations and a shoebox full of tapes of recorded conversations and interviews.


This book was born from those notebooks and tapes, and from a desire to share the stories that were entrusted to me by the Cubans I came to know at the sanatorium. At first I intended to transcribe the interviews and write them up exactly as they had been told to me. But gradually, as I sat at my kitchen table, pressed “play” and listened to the voices of Hermes, Caridad, Alejandro, Roberto, and others whom you will come to know in these pages, I realized that it was my story too, filtered and shaped by my own unique experience as a survivor of the epidemic in a far different place.


Since my first trip to Cuba in 1972, I have visited the island dozens of times. Now, in 2019, I am still connected to the people I met at Los Cocos. We continue to share the memory of friends lost, the difficulties of finding effective prevention strategies for a resurgent epidemic, and the ongoing discovery of common experience.


Epidemics are usually measured in large numbers—in thousands or in hundreds of thousands infected, ill, and dying. The full measure of the global AIDS epidemic has not yet been taken, and the toll of those infected and affected is already in the millions. But the story of AIDS is also recorded in each individual life that has been changed forever by this microscopic virus. This book opens a window into a few of those individual lives. It is a story of border crossings, unlikely connections, and common ground. But above all, it is a story of healing, love, and remembering.
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I celebrated my 50th birthday in Havana, surrounded by my Cuban “family” with a cake made from rice and mayonnaise.








CHAPTER ONE


VENCEREMOS


The sounds of “La Internacional,” at full static-y volume on the camp’s loudspeakers, awakened us every morning at six. Arriba los pobres del mundo. De pie los esclavos sin pan. Arise you prisoners of starvation. Arise you wretched of the earth. We were neither prisoners nor wretched, but who could ignore this stirring anthem to the international working class? I scrambled down from my top bunk and stumbled to the large communal bathroom. Metal beds squeaked, the doors of our wooden lockers scraped across the floor, and toothbrushes clinked against dented aluminum cups as dozens of young women rushed to get ready for a hard day’s work. In the men’s dorm the same process had begun. As the stirring chords of the “Internacional” faded away, we were treated to another musical selection—Tom Jones, apparently a favorite of Cuban revolutionaries. I laughed each morning as the voice of the singer who seduced women to throw their panties at the stage wafted over our camp in rural Cuba. “My my my Delilah, why why why Delilah” might be followed by “Sugar, da da da da da, Honey Honey da da da da da, you are my candy girl”—well, that at least made some sense on this island of sugar cane. To this day I can’t hear Tom Jones without thinking of Cuba.


After a breakfast of café con leche and crusty bread, and before the sun had come up over the pineapple fields that surrounded our camp, we clambered into the backs of the trucks that would carry us to our work site, holding bandanas over our mouths to keep out the dust. “Cuba, que linda es Cuba,” we sang, “Quien la defiende la quiere mas.” How beautiful is Cuba. Those who defend her love her more. And then we lifted our fists in a salute to the revolution. Venceremos! We will win.


“Good morning, beautiful. Need a hand?” Larry reached a wiry arm over the side of the truck to hoist me in one morning, a wide smile lighting up his dark face. Larry, Ken, and I had joined the Fifth Contingent of the Venceremos Brigade together, recruited from our GI coffeehouse project collective, The Home Front, in Colorado Springs. Miguel, Alex, and Angie—three young Chicano students from the university—rounded out our Colorado contingent. They were the only people I really knew in this group of 140 Americans, and we tended to stick together.


The Home Front was housed in a ramshackle Victorian house with a wraparound porch on the outskirts of town. Colorado Springs was home to Fort Carson, a large army base and the place where many GIs landed when they returned from Vietnam with just a few months left to go before discharge—“short-timers” they were called. Our coffeehouse was part of a network of similar projects at bases around the country that had been started in the early 1970s to create a link between GIs whose experience in Vietnam had turned them against the war and the larger antiwar movement. We were committed to bridging the gap between the mostly working-class drafted soldiers, who weren’t always sure of their welcome in the antiwar marches and rallies, and the mostly middle- and upper-class student movement.


The Home Front provided a safe and comfortable space to hang out—watch a film, talk to a lawyer, participate in a discussion about the war, and sit down for a delicious family-style meal. We put out a weekly newsletter, mimeographed on an old machine in the basement. Ken, a freckle-faced country boy from Kentucky who looked too young to have been to war, drove our dilapidated van, the “Blue Bomb,” to the base every payday to distribute Aboveground, and we heard stories about GIs folding copies into paper airplanes and flying them over the stockade walls to prisoners. Larry, a black GI from Alabama, had done his Vietnam tour and then been discharged with “bad paper”—an other-than-honorable discharge. Over 200,000 Vietnam vets had received bad paper after serving in combat, for minor infractions like being absent without leave or getting into a fight. This type of discharge would follow them the rest of their lives and could affect employment and the benefits they were entitled to. Larry stayed on at The Home Front after being separated from the army and served as our assistant chef and resident stand-up comedian. And then there was me. I had ended up at the project almost by accident, traveling there from San Francisco shortly after my divorce, with my small son, Jonah, in tow, to visit an old college roommate for Thanksgiving, and then staying on to become part of the civilian staff.


When a couple of recruiters from the Venceremos Brigade came calling—they wanted representatives of the GI movement on the trip—I leapt at the chance to travel and see a place where the revolutionary ideas I was just beginning to explore were being put into practice. The Venceremos Brigade had been started in 1969 by student activists from Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) who were looking for a way to show solidarity with the ten-year-old Cuban revolution. They worked out a plan with the Cuban government to bring groups of young people, not as tourists but as workers, to assist the struggling nation to reach its ambitious goal of harvesting ten million tons of sugarcane. By 1971, when I first learned about it, the brigade had already sponsored four trips to Cuba with over a thousand participants.


For me this trip represented a break from a life and a role I was having trouble settling into. I dropped out of college just a couple of years after I started, married right after my twenty-first birthday, had a kid at twenty-three. Two years later I was a single mom trying to figure out how to support and care for my young son and grow into my own mature womanhood at the same time. While many of my friends had already graduated from college and were heading on to grad school or careers—or flinging themselves into the “movement” full-time—I was working part-time as an aide in a daycare center and receiving welfare and food stamps. Living in the collective at The Home Front definitely provided some support—my housemates loved Jonah. Larry carried him around on his broad shoulders as he prepared delicious gumbo, cornbread, and peach cobbler for our nightly meals, and Ken let him sit up front like a big boy for rides in the Blue Bomb. But at night, when I went to my room and tucked Jonah into his cozy bed in the large closet we had converted to his sleep space, I was alone with this small boy who depended on me for everything. Cuba—the Venceremos Brigade—was a chance to step away from all that responsibility and try out a different version of myself for a couple of months. This would be my very own adventure—or “venture” as Jonah called it. He waved good-bye at the airport in San Francisco, holding tight to his father with one hand. In the other he clutched a small Cuban flag. “Bye, Mommy,” he shouted, just like the stick-figure little boy in the picture book I had made him to explain my absence. “Have fun in Cuba. Have fun on your ’venture!” It was not till much later that I understood just how long two months was in the life of a young child.


Because it was illegal for us to travel to Cuba in 1972, our brigade boarded flights in Mexico City and we were forced to walk a gauntlet of FBI and Mexican intelligence agents, who snapped our pictures as we made our way to the Cubana Airlines Russian turboprop plane that would carry us to the island. It was only the second time I had used the blue passport tucked into a fanny pack around my waist. I unzipped the pack and felt to be sure it was still there. When we landed at José Martí International Airport a few hours later, the pilot’s voice welcomed us to the “first liberated territory of the Americas” and congratulated us for joining the construction brigades that would participate in the important “Year of Building Houses.” We were confused. This was in the days before terrorism alerts and high airport security. We had all stashed sharpened machetes in our suitcases. We had been told we would be cutting sugar cane.


From the airport we boarded school buses and traveled to the work camp of wooden dormitories with an open-air mess hall where we settled in for the six-week stay. After a day of orientation and getting to know each other, we were introduced to the work we would be doing. For the next six weeks we bumped along the same rutted dirt road to the construction site where skilled Cuban workers were already setting up for a day’s work.


We were divided into small work groups with two Cuban jefes, or chiefs, to lead us. Teams of ironworkers, masons, and carpenters guided us as we mixed cement, placed the steel rods that would support the cinderblocks, and trundled heavy wheelbarrows across narrow boards. We soon discovered that the jefes of our group, Omar and Andrea, were as ill-equipped as we were for this work. When they were not doing construction work, Omar was a deep-thinking professor of philosophy at the university with a perpetually wrinkled brow, and Andrea was an economist—small, lively, and practical. She kept the atmosphere light when we got cranky from the heat or the inevitable tensions that arose in our young, intense lives.


The goal was for each work group to complete construction on one cinderblock house in the six weeks of work. At the end of each day, we met to assess our progress, sitting around on unfinished walls and gulping cups of sweet fruit punch. By the time we left Cuba, the Venceremos Brigade had built eight houses in what would become Los Naranjos—The Oranges—a new town for Cuban workers. All over the country, similar groups of teachers, accountants, shipping clerks, and factory workers, released from their usual work duties to form construction brigades, were building. Directly participating in this work was one way for Cubans to earn a new home, and housing was scarce.


Each day I headed right for my spot in the shade of a half-built house, where my job awaited. Nothing could be wasted in Cuba, which was why I had been assigned the task of carefully straightening the nails that had been removed from the framing boards of the cinderblock houses we were building. I spent days pounding nails on a rock with a hammer with a small group of women from other work groups who had also been assigned to this task. I was glad that Angie, the young Chicana student from Colorado, was one of them. We shared stories and camp gossip to pass the time, and I got to practice my beginning Spanish with her and the Cubans who were drawn into our conversations.


“Mira, David,” Angie whispered one day, pointing out her latest crush—a lean, mustached Young Lord from Chicago who wore a black wool beret pushed back on his head on even the hottest days. “He’s too old for you,” I hissed as David tipped his cap and sauntered away. Angie was twenty-three, only two years younger than me, but somehow my maternal instincts were triggered by her innocence. She was the youngest of a large family from the small town of Fort Lupton and had led a sheltered life up till then. It was under her mother’s watchful eye that we had learned to make tamales, which we sold by the dozens on the university campus in Boulder to raise money for our trip. “But he’s so cute,” she giggled. “And for you—Victor.” Angie had been trying to set me up with a Puerto Rican guy from New Jersey, though I knew for a fact he was pining for her. “I know he’s chubby, but he’s such a sweetheart, and a great dancer.”


“Tell me about your life, Elena,” Angie said one day when we had run out of gossip. “I’ve never met anyone like you before. I want to know all about you.” Though the name on my birth certificate and passport was Ellen, she and the Cubans we hung out with all the time had given me the nickname “Elena” and it stuck—yet another way that Cuba transformed me!


So between the clink clink clink of our hammers on the rocks, I told Angie about the Northern Student Movement, a branch of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) that I had joined in my hometown of Hartford, Connecticut, when I was just sixteen—catching the bus each day after high school to the impoverished North End neighborhood where I learned what it meant to “walk and talk for freedom,” climbing the rickety wooden stairs of old tenement buildings to build support for a rent strike, and picketing the local Cadillac dealership that sold all of its cars to black people but would not hire them. I told her about bouncing on the hard seats of a yellow school bus to Washington, DC, for the 1963 March on Washington.


“Did you hear the dream speech?” she asked, and I described listening, with hundreds of thousands, to the soaring words of Martín Luther King, Jr. She laughed when I recounted the story of infiltrating the Ohio State Fair with a group of fellow students during my brief stint in college. We came into the fairgrounds through separate entrances with pieces of a banner folded in each of our backpacks and then reassembled at a predetermined location. Just as President Lyndon Johnson began his speech, we unfurled the banner, which read “Hey, Hey, LBJ! How Many Kids Did You Kill Today?” It was frightening and a bit ironic that we had to rely on the National Guard to get us out of there and keep the crowd from tearing us apart.


Angie had still been living at home with her family when I headed for San Francisco during the Summer of Love in 1967. She was fascinated by my tales of the hippie commune I lived in there—a Victorian house across the street from Dolores Park, painted red, yellow, and blue, where we grew our own vegetables and ran an alternative school—and the women’s consciousness-raising group that I joined. After what felt like endless discussion, we had come up with the name “Red Moon Rising” for our group. (We were fans of the local band, Creedence Clearwater Revival, and their song “Bad Moon Rising,” which had just been released.) We set ourselves the ambitious goal of organizing young high school women in San Francisco to “join the movement.” We passed out flyers at their schools at lunchtime and hung around trying to start up conversations. It was rudimentary organizing and not very effective, but we were just getting started.


As the women’s group gradually became more “political”—studying Marx and Lenin and then more current revolutionary leaders like Malcolm X and Amilcar Cabral—I still had one foot firmly planted in the hippie culture that had brought me to San Francisco in the first place. When a group of student and community activists claimed a piece of vacant and long unused land that belonged to the University of California in Berkeley to turn into a People’s Park, we crossed the bay with our young students from the alternative school we had started and joined in the work—digging garden beds, planting trees, and building benches and seesaws. And when the university threatened to take back the land and turn it into a parking lot, we took to the streets with our kids and thousands of others in what had been planned as a peaceful protest. I was seven months pregnant and found myself running with a shawl pulled down over my face to protect against the stinging assault of tear gas, herding the kids together, heading away from the confrontation. Angie gasped at this point in the story. “I can’t believe you did that,” she said. “You must have been so scared. But the baby was okay?”


I put down my hammer and reached a dusty hand into the pocket of my overalls, pulling out the wrinkled picture of Jonah I carried everywhere—and even slipped under my pillow while I slept. His wavy, reddish-brown hair was blowing in the wind, and his chubby legs were planted firmly on a grassy hill in the park. He had hoisted the blue canvas backpack I used to carry him around over one little shoulder—it was as big as he was—and was grinning at his accomplishment.


“Here he is. Totally fine. He’s staying with my ex, his dad, in the country near San Francisco.”


Jonah’s father was living in a trailer on land that belonged to a friend, a rural commune that seemed like a safe, tranquil place for Jonah to stay while I was gone. Steve was glad to have him there. He could run around freely and learn about nature. “I’ll take good care of him. Don’t worry,” he had assured me.


The brigade recruiters had told me the same thing. “There will be other parents on the trip. Don’t worry.” But I had yet to meet one with a child so young.


Angie, with her pretty smile and sassy demeanor, soon became the center of a group of Puerto Rican and Chicano brigadistas and Cubans who hung out together after our workday was done. By default, as her sidekick, I was included and struggled to keep up with their rapid-fire Spanish conversation and understand the jokes that flew around the circle. Most of the Latino brigadistas, I learned, had been avid followers of the Cuban revolution, which for them was an inspiring example of what they wished for their own struggles. Listening to their conversation, I realized how little I really knew about Cuba.


I had been thirteen when the July 26th Movement of workers, students, and peasants had carried Fidel Castro and his guerrilleros down from the Sierra Maestra mountains and into the streets of Havana in a triumphant, if unlikely, victory march. The corrupt and oppressive US-backed dictator Fulgencio Batista, who had deposed an elected president in a coup in 1952, had fled in disgrace, and the Cuban revolution was launched. Two years later, I was fifteen when the US again backed the wrong team—a band of over a thousand Cuban exiles in a paramilitary force trained and financed by the CIA. They invaded Playa Girón on Cuba’s southeast coast and were repelled by the fully mobilized Cuban people, led by Fidel himself. The following year, I had just begun to define my own strong political opinions when the Cuban Missile crisis resulted in a thirteen-day standoff between the US and the Soviet Union, which led us all to fear we were on the brink of nuclear war. I received my first D ever on a paper written for Mr. Gale, my favorite social-studies teacher, in which I argued that the US bore equal responsibility for the crisis because of its warlike threats. This was my first experience with the consequences of unpopular political beliefs. The paper was perfectly written; it was my opinion that earned it a D.


Though I had carefully reviewed all the articles in the thick packet the brigade provided before the trip and attended all the study sessions, I still had a lot to learn. In Cuba, I was learning from people who were living the revolution—by doing, not reading. After a hard day’s work, we often sat up half the night singing and talking, sometimes in marathon meetings to resolve problems that had come up in our community of young people. It had only been ten years since the Cuban government had officially declared Cuba a socialist state. The revolution was still young, and we were making a contribution to it. Our spirits were high, if our carpentry skills were sometimes lacking.


Often we were joined by international brigadistas from Chile, Argentina, Spain, and Mozambique who were staying at a camp not far from ours. I grew close with Andres, a Chilean student who introduced me to a musical group from his country, Los Angeles Negros. One of their songs, “Y Volvere” (“I Will Return”), about lovers who have to part but will find each other again, was popular in Cuba and Latin America at the time, and we listened to it over and over again. On September 11, 1973, I watched in horror as the TV news showed scenes of yet another US-backed military coup in Chile that overthrew Salvador Allende, a democratically elected socialist president who was a friend to Cuba, bringing death, torture, and disappearance to thousands. Andres and his fellow students had been so full of hope. I wondered what had happened to him, to them, as I listened in my own safe home to the strains of his favorite song.


Political debates were passionate. My youthful experience in the civil rights movement and antiwar organizing, even our study in Red Moon Rising, had not prepared me for these serious discussions of strategy and tactics and the intense disagreements that followed. The Left was growing increasingly splintered in the US, but the fifth Venceremos Brigade threw people together from the Black Panther Party and the Young Lords, La Raza Unida, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and its more radical Weathermen split off, women’s consciousness-raising groups, Vietnam veterans and antiwar activists, more old-school organizations like the Communist Party, and some of the young Marxist-Leninist formations of the New Left, along with some former gang members and long-haired hippie types. It was a heady and often confusing mix, at which I’m sure our Cuban hosts were sometimes shaking their heads in wonder. We argued fine points of current politics long into the night as if the future of the world depended on our answers: What is the best strategy to end the war? Was the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia justified? How can the US working class be organized? Is the black power movement truly revolutionary?


And we waged our own internal brigade struggles as well. There was one job in our construction crews that women were never invited to do. There was only one cement mixer in our region, and it was making the rounds of the many construction sites, so rather than wait for it to arrive, we mixed the cement in wheelbarrows which then had to be wheeled across a narrow plank on an upward incline so that the heavy wet material could be shoveled onto the flat roof in formation. Why can’t the women try, we asked? Look how strong some of us are, and how puny and weak some of the men are. Why should it be a gender thing? Whoever is strong enough should have a chance. Period. We got our wish and then took turns struggling to move this heavy, unwieldy, wheeled instrument of torture up the plank until all but a few of us had collapsed in failure. Unfortunately, I was not one of the triumphant women and returned to my spot in the shade to straighten more nails. But we had made our point—success depended on physical strength, not gender.


Once we debated all night to decide the fate of a brigadista who had been accused of sexual assault. He was a former gang member from the streets of Chicago, and she was a hippie from California. His excuse: she was dressed suggestively and flirting with him, and he was drunk. After much agonizing discussion guided by our Cuban mentors in the spirit of “criticism–self criticism” that was new to most of us, we (including the young victim of the assault) decided to give him a choice. He could spend a few weeks in a Cuban reeducation camp and rejoin us at the end, or he could go home immediately. He chose the camp, did his time there, and was accepted back by all, including the young woman he assaulted, for our two-week trip around the island. The Cubans, however, drew the line at allowing him to climb Pico Turquino, the highest peak in the Sierra Maestra, the region from which Fidel and his guerrilleros had staged their revolution. This climb was considered an honor, to be conducted only by invitation. The Cubans took the idea of personal transformation seriously, and we were getting an education in how it was done.


On Saturday nights we drank guachipupa, a delicious and deceptively strong rum punch, and danced salsa to the sounds of a local Cuban orchestra. I finally followed Angie’s advice to check out Victor, a broad-shouldered Nuyorican with a big, soft body and a mischievous smile, and we started spending a lot of time together. He was the best dancer in the camp and in constant demand on the dance floor. He even made me look good as he led me through a pattern of complex moves and twirled me around. After the parties, Victor and I walked and talked for hours. And on Sundays, our only day off, we strolled through the nearby town, where we bought cones of creamy Coppelia ice cream. Victor watched in amusement as I tried out my Spanish on the locals.


Victor told me about his family in Puerto Rico and listened to my stories about my son, Jonah, and my worries about how he was doing without me. There was no way to be in touch with family in the US, and I had not had any news of him since we’d said good-bye at the airport. I had begun to really question the choice I had made, waking early in my bunk to thoughts of my curly-haired little boy clutching his bedraggled stuffed lamb to his chest, curled up in his bed at his father’s trailer in the country with one fist under his cheek. I imagined him asking his dad every morning when he awoke, “When will I see Mommy? Will Mommy be home today?” How could I have left him like that, so soon after my separation from his father, which already had been a major upheaval in his tender young life? I had made him a picture book to explain my absence, and we had read it so many times its pages were wrinkled and worn, ripped in places. How could I have thought that would be enough?


Victor hugged me close and reassured me. “He’ll be fine, mi amor. You’ll be with him again in no time.” Victor understood what it was like to be without a mother—his own mother had left him and his older sister when he was just eight to be raised by their father after the violence and abuse in their marriage had become more than she could bear. She had been afraid to take them with her but visited their school playground during the day to sneak time with them. He told me about the time she brought him a new shirt as a gift and handed it over the chain-link fence. When he got home that day with the shirt on, his father knew immediately where it had come from and beat him until he was bruised and sore. After that, he kept his mother’s visits secret.
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