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FOREWORD

[image: ]

When I first met Lala Mooney, in 1994, I quickly noticed her friendly demeanor and bubbly personality. I liked her immediately.

I gained tremendous respect for her when I saw the high character and outstanding achievements of her four children. Later, as I learned about her travails in Cuba, including being sent to prison by the Castro government, she became one of my heroes.

So I was especially pleased when I learned that she was writing this book.

Many people say that journalists write the first draft of history. Although thats partially true, thank God its not completely true. Journalists, as I have documented in previous research, lean overwhelmingly to the left in their political views. As a consequence, they dont always tell us the facts that people would want us to learn.

Perhaps the most famous example of this was Walter Duranty, The New York Timess primary Russia correspondent from 1922 to 1936. As we know now, Duranty knew that Stalins policies were causing millions of Soviet citizens to starve. But, Duranty, partly because of his sympathy with Communism, chose not to report this fact.

Fortunately, in writing the first draft of history, journalists face a competitor. This is the on-the-scene memoir writer. For instance, one such writer is Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn a Soviet citizen imprisoned because of Stalin. Unlike Duranty, Solzhenitsyn was willing to report that Communism, at least the form practiced by Stalin, was evil. The world, if it had relied only upon stories reported in The New York Times, would never have learned that truth.

Another famous example of this genre is Whitaker Chambers Witness. Chambers was an American Communist who turned Soviet spy, but then later renounced Communism and the Soviet Union. Through his book, we learned that several American Communists had infiltrated the U.S. government and were aiding the Soviet Union. Despite this, at least at the time, almost zero American newspapers were reporting it.

Lalas book falls into the same genre as the books by Chambers and Solzhenitsyn. It is a personal account from an eyewitness, one who has seen the evils of Communism up close and is reporting those facts facts that often run counter to the reports of journalists. Thanks to her, history will have a more accurate picture of Castros Cuba.

Here is a telling example from Lalas book. Progressives and many mainstream media outlets like to tell us that Cuba has a fantastic health care system. Most people, however, are skeptical. Of course, because theres no such thing as freedom of the press in Cuba, it is difficult for us to know whether the claim is true or not. As Lala reports from a 1999 visit to Cuba, however, the country has an acute shortage of the most elementary and inexpensive medication such as aspirin. Its so bad, she reports, that the scarcity is so severe that she brings them in her suitcase and gives them to her friends as presents. If the Cuban health care system were really so good, how can it have a shortage of such a basic medicine as aspirin?

One reason that Lalas book is important and interesting is because of the facts she documents about Cuba. But another is her riveting story. As a sixteen-year-old, she began aiding the resistance to Castro. This led to her arrest and a thirty-eight-day imprisonment. Shortly after her release, she fled Cuba in a ferryboat to the U.S. Fifty-three years later, she watched her son become a U.S. congressman.

For many reasons I love this book and found it fascinating and informative. We members of the human race owe Lala much gratitude for writing it.

Tim Groseclose, PhD

Professor of Economics

George Mason University





PREFACE
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We want you to be the speaker! the students at a North Carolina University kept telling me in 1961.

But there are others who know more than I do. Who are better speakers, I countered.

No, they insisted. We want to hear you.

I knew many adults who were experts on many disciplines and had a very thorough knowledge of history. They could all be better speakers than me. And, yet, the students continued to insist. Finally, I agreed to give my first speech at the age of twenty-one to the Newman Club in North Carolina.

I clearly remember walking into a dining room with over 200 people who listened to every word I said. Even the waiters and waitresses stopped the clanking of the dishes and paid attention to me with great intensity. They were listening to my story of imprisonment and leaving Cuba, but they were also learning the realities of my country of birth. In this moment, I realized that the most effective way to set the record straight about the Cuban situation was to tell my own story and that of my family. I knew that the story of Cuba needed to be told so what happened in Cuba would be correctly understood. After giving numerous speeches over the years on the subject, I could see how their eyes opened to the reality of the Cuban situation. At the end of each talk, people would approach me and say, I have more questions. I would like to know more. You should write a book.

After many speeches, TV appearances, and newspaper articles, I finally decided to do just that. I began to put it all in writing. Writing was quite a challenge for me. Throughout my life I have had great success writing newsletters for the participants whom I counseled at the Job Training Agency, and for the members of the Hispanic Association in Frederick, Maryland. But writing a book was a greater challenge.

So, I looked around for help! It was my granddaughter, Emily Mooney, who came to my rescue and offered to type my story as I dictated the pieces to her. At a Panera Bread restaurant in Leesburg, Virginia, on an extremely rainy day, she sat across from me and typed my words as I spoke. But even more, as a sophomore at the University of Virginia, and barely twenty years of age, she demonstrated her ability to write by correcting and enhancing my story. Grandma, she would ask, Did you see the boots of the militiamen walking over the garden where the gun was hidden? Did the militiamen point their guns at you? With her questions, she launched me into this long, time-consuming project of writing this book. And that is how I began, with the help of my granddaughter.

There was also Dr. Timothy Groseclose, a Professor of Political Science at George Mason University. He was the second person whose enthusiasm gave me the encouragement that I needed to keep writing. He wrote the following: Your book seems to be in the genre of... other great books like The Gulag Archipelago. I think you have a potentially great and important work of history. As a member of the human race, Im grateful that you are recording these important eventsevents that the world can learn from.

Others who read parts of the book and encouraged me are as follows: Allen Whitt, President, Family Policy Council of West Virginia; Stephen Smoot, a family friend; and all my brothers and sisters who constantly advised me step-by-step in this process. Bibi Hidalgo, who is my niece, was totally instrumental in giving me a great push. Her enthusiasm inspired me and gave me the motivation that I needed at that point. The training she received while being a student at Harvard University was a great asset.

A very special acknowledgement goes to Brian Bellman, who is a retired history teacher from Frederick High in Maryland, where he taught my children. He has read every single page of the book and made numerous changes and comments. His knowledge and understanding of history have been a great help to me. And even more helpful has been his willingness to dedicate many hours of his time to comb through the stories and fine-tune the ideas and words presented. He has given me the final push that I needed.

I offered a special thank you to the Good Lord for sending me an angel to help me to the finish line. A friend told me, Call Teresa Hartnett, she is excellent. And she is. More than an editor, she became my friend and cheerleader. Every step of the way she was encouraging, enthusiastic, and supportive. She helped at so many levels. Actually, with her corrections this became a lesson on how to write a book. Even more, she also understood my feelings, and the wounds that I carry for having lost my country of birth. With her help, we believe this book will be a powerful story for everyone who reads it.

My brother George emerged as an expert in providing family photos. For years he had accumulated a collection of over 3,000 pictures and he constantly helped me and encouraged me. These family pictures are a treasure. Thanks to George I can now share them with the readers.

Finally, thanks to my four children who have inspired me in different ways: Vinny a constant example as a dedicated Christian; Alex in his devotion and commitment to help our nation, the United States; Patrick, in his willingness to be a Christian leader from his years of study at Carnegie Mellon; Margarita, my baby, who visited Cuba first in 1995, and gave me the courage to overcome my anxiety and return to the country that had left me feeling so much pain so many years ago.

I am indebted to many others who have contributed in different ways. To all of them I give thanks with heartfelt gratitude, and my way of doing it is by writing this book.

As you read this book, you will find the Rev. John J. Kelly (OSA) excerpt from his introduction to my fathers manuscript. His words are powerful. His analysis is very complete.

[image: ]

I have lived in the United States for over fifty-six years as of the writing of this book. As I reached into my heart and my memory in order to create a complete story, I realized I was piecing together not only my story and my familys story but also the story of what happened to the Cuba we all loved but found the need to leave behind.

Cuba became a tragedy of global proportions that was lived out in millions of personal stories full of suffering and courage. I have tried as best as I can to weave just a few of those stories together here, in this book, to create an accurate portrait of the human reality which is so often ignored by people speaking about Fidel Castroor wearing Ch Guevera T-shirts.

The Invasion

In 1952, General Fulgencio Batista came to power in a military coup, which ousted Cubas then-President Carlos Prio. In 1953, rebels led by Fidel Castro and Ch Guevara began a resistance to Batista that culminated in success, with Castro arriving triumphantly in Havana to take over the reins of power in January 1959. His enemies were executed or jailed. By decree, he began to nationalize foreign and domestic assets, Cubans who had supported Castros resistance to Batistas corruption found themselves stunned as Castro began shifting quickly into the orbit of Soviet and Communist influence during the Cold War. Resistance to Castro began to emerge.

Meanwhile, a counter-revolutionary force of Cuban exiles, sponsored by the United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), had been training in Guatemala and Nicaragua. They had established contact with Cubans in the country and were coordinating a planned attack. The paramilitary Cuban force landed in the Bay of Pigs,1 located on the southern coast of Cuba, on April 17, 1961. They fought to seize power from Castro and bring Cuba out of the web of Communist control. Castros forces, leaving the people without options as Castros grip on Cuba tightened into a totalitarian state, rapidly squelching the invasion.

__________________

1. The Bay of Pigs was an invasion by the United States Central Intelligence Agency-sponsored paramilitary group (a group of Cuban exhiles that left Cuba after Castro took over). However, the Brigade 2506 paramilitary group was defeated within three days by Castros Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces.





Introduction
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My sister, Lala, is a remarkable woman, and she has undertaken a very difficult task of writing the life story about an amazing Suarez family who suffered a terrible but astounding fate.

Yet the reader will notice that this is really the story of Lala.

And what a story it is!

Lalas grandfather was both an architect and an engineer, with degrees from the United States and France. Lalas father, Manuel, was one of the most brilliant engineers produced by Villanova University (192832). He later completed doctoral studies at Havana University and became the Dean of Engineering at the Augustinian University in Cuba, called Villanueva. Manuel capped an unbelievable career as a consultant to the British government on nuclear radiation shielding. Later, as an engineering specialist at Bechtel Corporation he was a pioneer in the dynamic stress analysis of nuclear power plants.

It is not surprising that one of Manuels students at Villanueva, Nils Diaz, was later appointed Chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission by President Bill Clinton. Lalas father had that kind of lasting impact on many, many people.

I know these details because Lalas father is also my father. When Lala came into the world, my parents already had brought forth a reasonably-sized family; she was the fourth child. I was the ninth, and I was followed by five more.

But history intervened in our bustling family life. Of the fourteen children, three teenaged girls were imprisoned by Fidel Castros Cuba, having done nothing wrong but teach Catholic Catechism and tutor the children of families who were more affluent. But the militiamen were looking for an excuse to take my sisters to prison, and they searched our house looking for an excuse to apprehend them. The militiamen found a list with students names and they concluded that this was subversive.

Lala was one of my three sisters who were political prisoners, and her account of being in a Communist prison, along with scores of other women, is harrowing and illustrative of the dangers of that failed ideology.

This story, Lalas story, will continue in a moment, in her own words. For now, Ill also mention that four of our siblings were either in seminaries or convents. One, Lourdes, dedicated her whole life to God as an Ursuline nun. She is no longer with us. She is now in Heaven.

Many of us have advanced degrees, and some of usas well as our childrenhave become acclaimed public figures in our own right. Many of our children have followed this example, which dates back to my fathers and grandfathers scholarship. Some of our children have followed us into public life, too. Lalas son, Alex Mooney, is a United States Congressman from West Virginia; I am a county commissioner, former mayor of Miami and now the proud father of the newly elected Mayor Francis X. Suarez of Miami.

Our family in Cuba, before the imprisonment of my father and my sisters, was related to the sugar industry. My fathers and my mothers families each owned small sugar mills. Life in those two sugar mills is worth reading about. They were not what became known as company towns in the Midwest, where the owners oppressed the employees and heartlessly controlled banking and all other aspects of the economic life of the community.

In the Dolores Sugar Mill (named after the Virgin Mary) and Nela Sugar Mill (named after my grandmother, Manuela Carreo), we had a totally different phenomenon. Considering what is usually taught about the history of the Cuban people, you may be surprised to hear of communal life involving the creative ways to use the products of sugar to make bricks with which to build sturdy homes for the campesinos (farmers). You might be surprised, though less so, to learn about how the owners and community worked together bringing a touch of spirituality to daily life, and how we worked together in Christian brotherhood by the building of churches and the teaching of the gospel.

Far from being company towns that surrounded the sugar mills, these were community towns. The owners of the principal business understood their responsibility to their less privileged brothers and sisters. There was a sense of industry, responsibility, and charity.

Lala herself embodies that spirit of brotherhood and sisterhood. In this book, you will experience her voyage from an imprisoned teenager, to struggling refugee, to wife and mother. For Lala found her new home in the United States as the wife of a brilliant American man (her chessplaying companion) and the mother of four equally brilliant Irish-Cuban children, with degrees from Yale, Stanford, Dartmouth, Carnegie Mellon, and Princeton.

Later, still, in a twist of fate which must have entailed a herculean struggle with her emotions, Lala decided to take the family tradition of social activism back to the country of her birth, even though Cuba is still controlled by the regime that imprisoned her and scarred her as a teenager.

In this, as much as anything else she has accomplished, Lalas true colors show. She is an infinitely compassionate, infinitely forgiving human being.

She is one of a kind.

Her story is worth reading, enjoying, questioningeven challenging. I say that because Lala is the ultimate raconteur. She wants not only to tell her story but to hear your story.

If you engage her in that dialogue and read her book, I assure you that you will not regret it.

Xavier Suarez, BE, MPP, JD
Miami-Dade County Commissioner Former Mayor of the City of Miami (198593)





MAP OF CUBA
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FAMILY TREE

PATERNAL SIDE
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A.) Patricio Suarez married Manuela Carreo (6 children)

1.) Patricio Suarez married Olga (5 children)

1.1) Patricito

1.2) Cristina

1.3) Raul

1.4) Lillian

1.5) Joey

2.) Manuel Suarez married Eloisa Gaston (14 children)

2.1) Lourdes

2.2) George (Jorge)

2.3) Teresa

2.4) Lala married Vincent J. Mooney

2.4.1) Vincent Jr.

2.4.2) Alex

2.4.3) Patrick

2.4.4) Margarita

2.5) Margarita

2.6) Eloisa

2.7) Manela

2.8) Rosa Maria

2.9) Xavier married Rita Suarez

2.9.1) Francis Suarez (Mayor of Miami)

2.9.2) Olga

2.9.3) Annie

2.9.4) Carolina

2.10) Charlie

2.11) Mel

2.12) Mary

2.13) Manny

2.14) Fred

3.) Luis Suarez (2 children)

4.)Nena (1 child)

5.) Eulalia (no children)

6.) Ignacio (4 children)



MATERNAL SIDE
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B.) Melchor Gaston married Eloisa Segrera (6 children) (Eloisa Segrera Gaston is Lalas grandmother)

1.) Graciela Batista

2.) Mercedes Barcia

3.) Eloisa Gaston Suarez (Lalas mother)
(14 children listed above)

4.) Melchor Gaston

5.) Alicia Garcia-Otero

6.) Carlos Gaston





PART I:
CUBA

Editors note: Text that is in block format, is the voice of another person.
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Suarez Family Photo
 
Partial view of the Suarez family house in the Biltmore neighborhood of Havana.This house was surrounded by militiamen who proceeded to enter and arrest four family members and two visitors on the day of the Bay of Pigs Invasion. (April 17, 1961)
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1. THE REVOLUTION:

MY WORLD FALLS APART
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Militiamen Enter Our House

It was a quiet morning on April 17, 1961. As I looked out the window of my room I was startled to see that militiamen had surrounded the house. One signaled the other to go in. They entered by three different doors and I could see the fear in my dads (Manuels) face when the chief instructed us to sit in the living room. I was startled. The moment that we feared had arrived. The first thought in my mind was that I was so lucky I had arranged to bury the gun and now the militiamen would not know we had had a weapon in the house.

All day the air in the house had been tense. We had been hearing about an impending invasion for a while. Now, we heard that the battle was beginning as Cuban exiles launched from Nicaragua were landing on the south of the island in an area called the Bay of Pigs. This was the moment we had all hoped for and feared. It became more dangerous now, as Fidel Castro used everything possible to stay in power. All morning our phone had been ringing. They told us friends were being taken to prison. The danger was now very real for my entire family and for anyone else who had spoken out against Fidel Castros Revolution.

Now, they had come for us. We did not dare resist.

The Hidden Gun

I had been given a gun just hours before. It is a long story as to why. Only that very same morning, I had asked one of my dads employees what I should do with it. Without hesitation, he took the gun from me and buried it as fast as he could in the corner of our garden. My heart pumped anxiously as the boots of the militiamen trampled over the soft soil where the gun had been freshly buried. I realized the incredible risk I had taken. If the gun was found, my dad could have been executed. I began praying. I dont remember all that I had asked from God, only that the soldiers would not find the gun. He heard my prayers. The soldiers never found the gun although, at one point, it was only inches beneath their boots. My dad was safe for the moment.

While the men were there, I made sure that I walked into the kitchen and whispered to the cook about the gun since I anticipated that we were going to be taken to prison. It was crucial that she would dispose of that piece of evidence as soon as it was safe. Within an hour, the militiamen had finished searching the house. That is when they told six of us to go to their van. They also announced two men who were visiting us at the house that morning were going to prison, too. One was an engineering student, and the other a sugar mill employee, the one who had hidden the gun in the garden.

No amount of anticipation could have made that prison order easy to hear. We were frantic. We complied but implored the soldiers to show mercy to my mom. A week earlier shed delivered a stillborn baby, who would have been her fifteenth child. My mom was still hemorrhaging. We pleaded for the militiamen to leave my mother at home. Whatever little compassion Castros revolutionaries had was shown in this terrible moment. They allowed my mom to stay in the house, as well as the younger children aged two to twelve.

Taken to Prison

As we left the house, we looked back and we saw them yank the phones out of the walls. I suspect that part of the reason was so that they did not want them left at the house to communicate with others. Later, we would learn that they took both of our cars. This left my mom very isolated. There would be no way for her to go out of the house, and to communicate with others.

Although Castroand most of the Cuban peopleknew the invasion was imminent, we didnt anticipate it. We never, ever expected he would plan this dramatic sweep of imprisoning everyone whom he believed was not supportive of the Revolution. In doing this he was preventing the Bay of Pigs invaders from getting local support. It is estimated that in three days, Fidel Castro imprisoned over 100,000 people. Some estimates went as high as 150,000. It has been said during that time, Fidel Castro had managed to create the biggest army in all of Latin America. In looking back, we can easily assume that he had been instructed to do this by the Russians who were now his closest advisors.

What was the most amazing thing? The rest of the world never knew and was not aware of Castros mass imprisonment and execution of Cuban citizens. To this day, this fact is absent from high school and college history books and not known by anyone except the Cubans.

Since there were not enough prisons to hold all who were rounded up on those three fateful days, Castro used all the large buildings he could find as makeshift jails. Ultimately, my dad was placed in an army barracks called La Cabaa2 in Havana. This fortress was meant to house about 3,000 soldiers. Castro threw 6,000 prisoners in there.

He also ordered all the private homes around the jail to be evacuated and crammed with detainees. We went there temporarily until they transferred us to the real prisons.

My two sisters and I were placed on the second floor of one of these private homes, together with another thirty women. About thirty men were held captive on the first floor, and there was a guard stationed between the two floors. From what I can remember, the upstairs area had about four bedrooms and about seven of us slept in each room. There were no beds so we all slept on the floor. We rolled up our sweaters and used them as pillows. That is all we had.

We were in constant fear about what was going to happen next. Each night the guards woke up a group of prisoners and took them to an interrogation room. We can assume that they purposely did it during the night in order to maximize our worry. We wondered what had happened to our dad.

Voice of My Dad: The Hungary of America. Villanueva Occupied by Militiamen, the Morning of the Invasion.

Ive been able to find my fathers writing of these terrible events in a manuscript that he wrote shortly after coming to the United States, in which he recounted all the events leading to our imprisonment. Specifically, the very day we were taken to prison, the militiamen had already taken over Villanueva University. As his children, this puts our shock and fear into a greater context, as experienced by our father. Here are his words:

One morning we heard the exciting news. It was the 17th of April 1961. The memorable day of the famed invasion. I went to the University of Villanueva where I was an engineering professor and I taught only one class. I went to the blackboard and drew a map of the Bay of Pigs and pointed out Girn Beach for my students. We concluded that it must have been a fake invasion to draw the militia there but that the real invasion would be somewhere else. Havana would have been the ideal place, we figured. I went with a few of the leading students to see the rector.

What are your orders? I asked.

Orders about what? he answered.

About our future. Should we seek asylum in an embassy, or should we run to the mountains? These wolves will be coming here pretty soon. Whatever the outcome of this invasion, they will not miss this opportunity to get us. (By then we were convinced that Fidel Castro saw the members of the Catholic Church as enemies of his Revolution.)

Do you think so? he asked.

Yes, Your Excellency, I do. I replied.

Well, in that case the best thing we can do is to remain in our places till the end! Those were the last words I heard from him.

But dont you think that we should dismiss the students? I insisted. He nodded his assent and turned his eyes toward the crucifix.

About 3 p.m. the militiamen were getting off their trucks in front of the university. They jumped over the campus fences with fierce looks in their eyes and machine guns in their hands. They were advancing on an empty and defenseless institution of higher education; nonetheless they were heavily armed as if carrying out a military maneuver. It was a ridiculous shame. One hid behind a tree, looked over the area, then moved forward about twenty feet, and then returned to his vantage point behind the tree. He had seen too many gangster movies!

As I observed these maneuvers, I began to anticipate that we were going to be the next target of the militiamen. I had two of my former employees from the sugar mill, where I had worked previously, hiding in my house. I begged them to find a safer hiding place. I also asked a young professor and his wife who were staying with us to do the same. But they didnt, and as a result they were taken with me to prison with three of my daughters, Teresa, twenty-one, Lala, nineteen, and Eloisa, seventeen-years-old.

They wanted to take my wife, too. Strangely enough one of the militiamen, who still had a heart, did not require her to go along when he saw my other children clinging to her. He convinced the other men that if they left three or four well-armed militiamen in the house, my wife and the children could do little against the Revolution. He underestimated my wifes ability!

At the time I was expecting the real blow at any moment. The underground had not made its appearance and I presumed that they would be awaiting instructions. A few days before, we had picked up thousands of small flyers from the street that had been dropped from a plane. They had a picture of a fish on them (the Christian symbol of the catacombs). We had been led to believe that where the fish fell, the invasion being planned by the CIA would come. Furthermore, two days earlier I could see from the vantage point of my house, how four planes had bombed a nearby military airfield without any appreciable counterattack. We knew from short-wave broadcasts that they had done the same to other airports on the island. So, I went to prison full of worries, but with a general conviction that whatever is going to happen it will happen soon.

Temporary Prison, Brief Meeting with Dad

My dad recalls in his manuscript going to prison and how we were placed in the militiamens car, and taken to the central office of the G-2.3 My dads account continues with the details of an adults eyes:

I was struck immediately by the ignorance of those in charge. They could hardly read or write. We waited there for three hours.

As we waited, in the processing room where they were going to take our fingerprints, Bishop Boza Masvidal,4 our rector, was brought into the room. We all rose to our feet. He wore a white cassock5 without any other distinctive sign of his ecclesiastical rank. He was calm. It seemed to me at the time that he was accepting the idea of going throughat least in some way what Christ had endured. The more people showed veneration and respect for the holy man, the louder the guards talked about him being a thief and an impostor. His guards carried two leather bags full of American dollars that they showed to everyone, saying they had found him in his room preparing to leave the country.

They brought the bishop to a room and took pictures of him with the money, uniforms, belts, campaign equipment, etc.something, of course, that no one on the verge of fleeing would have taken with him. It was clear to us this had been planted. Next, the guards took us into the same room to have pictures taken. We were also fingerprinted and had a sign put in front of us, which read conspirators and then they took our pictures. They did all this without even knowing where we came from, and of course without even asking a single question except for an occasional: How do you write this? How do you read this? How do you work this typewriter?

My daughters were put into a small room with seventy other peoplea fact protested by a woman who complained loudly about the crowded conditions. One woman was the national president of the Cuban Catholic Action (Accin Catlica Cubana6), whom my daughters knew very well. It was a great consolation to me to know that they had found good company in the midst of such panic and confusion.

Finally, about midnight they took me to a home, near the G-2 home. It was one among many homes next to the police station that had been seized from the owners in order to hold captives, including us. I was placed in a room with forty men in it. Four militiamen also being held prisoners followed me. They were employees of Western Union who had not reported to work that day, so, Fidels militiamen made the assumption that they had not showed up for work because they were supporters of the invasion.

Everybody inside this temporary prison wanted to know how things were outside. What about the invasion? they said with hope in their eyes. What can you tell us? Tears began to fill their anxious eyes. Many felt assured that outside help was about to come any minutebut the Bay of Pigs was soon to be a sea of blood.

Military Installation Bombing (Columbia, Havana7)

The strong noise of airplanes flying over our house, made us feel very scared. Go to my bedroom! my mom shouted. From all four corners of the house we rushed to her bedroom as little mice scurrying to hide from the noise.

I ran really fast, my heartbeat rose as I hid. The noisy airplanes roared over our house. As I lay on the floor, I covered my head with fear. I could hear the hissing bombs as they exited the airplanes followed by explosions. My emotions were mixed. On the one hand I was scared. But, this was something we had been expecting for months. It was a well-known fact the invasion was organized by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) from the United States. The invasion has started, Dad said.

Although most people thought that the CIA secretly trained Cuban exiles for the Bay of Pigs, and that the invasion was a surprise, however, neither was true.

For about half a year or more, we had heard rumors about the upcoming invasion. Many of my college friends had gradually left Cuba with the purpose of joining the group that was being trained. It was no longer a secret, and one of the major United States newspapers had published an article stating that this was taking place. I had heard that one of my uncles, who lived in Miami, had attempted to enter the training but was turned down because he had a heart condition.

Eventually, the thunder of attacking airplanes over our house stopped. We realized that their mission was finished. All we could hear were the explosions at the nearby airport of Columbia. The danger was over, and we left my mothers room. However, the explosions at the airport continued. It was clear that planes had hit the arsenal where arms were stored and now they were exploding.

We went to the roof of the house. Like most roofs in Havana, the roof of our house was flat. It had steps leading to it. Clothes lines were stretched across and clothes were hung there routinely to dry. We pushed the clothes aside, and, from the roof, we could see the flames and smoke of the explosions in the distance. We knew that our country was now in a war. For us, it was a moment of fear and hope.

My dad, who had a knack for explaining things promptly, elaborated. This is the first step, preparing for the invasion. They have destroyed the airport and the airplanes in order to destroy the Cuban Air Force and eliminate their ability to attack the invaders.

I noticed our next-door neighbors on their roof. To my surprise, one extra person accompanied them. A college friend, whom we knew was hiding from Fidels militia. As I waived at him, I realized that he must have been hiding there, possibly for weeks, without my realizing it. That was common. All over Cuba people were scared of being persecuted. Many had left their own homes to hide in the homes of others. In fact, at the time one of my dads former employees was hiding in our house. Ultimately, like me, he was ordered to go to prison the day the militiamen came to my house. But, since he came from another province, I believed Castros police in Havana did not realize who he was and he was ultimately let go.

That night, before we were all imprisoned, our whole family had gathered together in the living room to listen to a shortwave radio for news of the expected invasion. The atmosphere in our home was serious and somber, but we were together.

As I heard the bombs, one of my thoughts was of a special young man I knew who had joined the training for the invasion. I once had a crush on him and still had feelings for him. Oh Lord. Please save him. Please let him live. I knelt again on the floor of my bedroom and I prayed with a mixture of pleading and fear. God, please. Bring him back alive.

Although my family didnt realize it, the next night most of us would be in prison.
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Photo made for hire. Photo Courtesy of George Suarez

The Suarez family poses for a group photograph in Havana, Cuba, in 1960. Arranged by age, they stand from left to right: Manuel Suarez, his wife Eloisa holding baby Fernando, Lourdes (in Ursuline nuns habit), George (in Jesuit seminarians cassock), Teresa, Lala, Margarita, Eloisa, Manela, Rosa Maria, Javier, Carlos, Melchor, Maria Dolores, and Manny.
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Photo Courtesy of St. Thomas University

Aerial photo of the University of St. Tomas of Villanueva in Havana, Cuba.
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Photo Courtesy of St. Thomas University

Rev. John J. Kelly, OSA, Rector, University of Santo Tomas de Villanueva, Havana, Cuba
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Photo by Lala Mooney

The Santo Tomas de Villanueva Church, resides in the Biltmore suburb of Havana, Cuba. A close-up of the building shown on the corner of the aerial view photo opposite page. My sister Marguy stood in front of the church.

__________________

2. Dating back to the 16th century, La Cabaa is a formidable military fortress that towers hundreds of feet over the entrance to the harbor of Havana. During the months after Castro rose to power, Ch Guevara used the site to hold tribunals and carry out thousands of executionsor arrange for disappearances of Cubans whose fate was never to be known.

3. The detention center in Havana was given the name of G-2. It was a private home turned into a temporary prison. Other countries use the word G-2 to refer to sections of government intelligence. The house was located in the Miramar neighborhood of Havana.

4. Eduardo Boza Masvidal (19152003) was the Auxiliary Bishop of the Archdiocese of Havana, where he was also the rector of Villanueva. He was considered a savior by all of us there, after Castro insisted on a new rector of Cuban descent. Bishop Boza Masvidal turned out to be a leader in the fight against Communism. On April 17, 1961, when the Invasion of Bay of Pigs took place, like my dad, sisters, and I, Bishop Masvidal was taken prisoner. The militiamen had entered his office and claimed to find $236 in U.S. dollars, which was illegal, along with some medicine and a military cap with a majors insignia hidden. Expelled by Castro, he went on to found the Union of Cubans in Exile.

Bishop Boza Masvidal was a kind, gentle man. I know, because I met him and was impressed by the contrast between his very soft voice, and low-key personality, and the strength of his words and his ideas.

5. The cassock is a ankle-length piece of clerical clothing used by the clergy for Christian-based religions.

6 Accin Catlica Cubana was an organization of lay members of the church who do religious activities. It can be compared to the Knights of Columbus and other similar organizations in the United States. Not to be confused with the Agrupacin Catlica Universitaria (ACU), which focused more on university students and graduates.

7 Columbia airport was largely a military airport after the Revolution. It is believed to have been bombed and damaged by aircraft during the Bay of Pigs Invasion. The airport is now Cubas main airport, renamed Jos Marti International Airport.





2. BEING IN PRISON
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Interrogation

After we were fingerprinted, pictures were taken of us. Next, we arrived at a private home next to the G-2 building where another thirty women were detained, too. Surrounded by militiamen, this house served as a temporary detention center. On the second night, the guards woke my sisters and me at two oclock in the morning. They took us to the police headquarters to be interrogated. I was terrified and anxious.

For the last two days, we had seen many of our cellmates come and go to be interviewed. We heard their stories when they came back, and also prepared ourselves as we rehearsed and practiced among each other. I entered the room determined to be extremely careful with my words.

As the interrogation started, it soon became evident that they knew nothing about my family and me. I was startled. They barely knew my name. They did not know that I was a student at Villanueva, which I had participated in demonstrations against Castro. Even better, they had no idea of the more serious activities that my sisters and I had done. However, I was thrown off guard. In my responses to the first three questions, I accidentally let some minor information slip. I quickly realized that I had to act very dumb. I believed I was able to do it.

As I exited the room, I caught a glimpse of my dad slumped over. The wonderful man, who had taught me everything I knew about faith and hope, had been held captive in another house nearby that had also been turned into a prison. We soon realized they brought him to be interrogated at the same time. His face mirrored mine, full of fear and sadness. Slumped forward, his body rested midway on a table that was behind me. The vision of him, there, burdened without power, will forever be etched in my mind, and heart. He was my hero, my source of strength. This was the man that I adored and was the one who fixed everything that broke in the house. He was an inventor of solar panels, and sugar mill equipment, etc.

He was also the man, whom everyone respected, always giving conferences at home and at church. He was a real leader and hero. Now there he was leaning against the wall overcome by worry. My body was shaking, his face ashen. He barely moved as I handed him a pack of cigarettes that I had managed to bring with me into the prison. It felt so good to hand them to him, to give him anything, as we embraced for a short moment. How are you, my daughter? he asked me. I knew our time was limited. So I didnt even answer. Instead, I gave him the half-empty pack of cigarettes I had carried. I knew he would appreciate them more than I would.

That was the only time I saw him during our imprisonment.

When I returned to the house where we were held captive the other cellmates were waiting for me. What happened? What happened? They asked anxiously. They were happy to hear the details on how I had not given them any information. I felt camaraderie grow amongst us with all the fear, grief, and worry. It helped that we had each other.

On the third day that I was in prison, my sisters and I received cookies from our mother. She had somehow managed to figure out the location where we were detained. Fortunately, the guards allowed this to be given to us.

It was interesting to see how the prisoners acted differently when it came to sharing. Some kept it to themselves. Others shared generously. One thing I noticed: those who came from families with limited means seemed more inclined to share. But after a couple of days, things changed. Soon everyone, even the ones from the most affluent families began to share packages from home. As soon as we received any packages from our families, everyone shared with the other cellmate immediately.

Each morning, the guards gave us a copy of the morning newspaper. In it was a list of all prisoners executed the night before. We saw over 200 names.

Our usual custom was for one woman to read the names aloud. That way we could all learn the list immediately. As soon as the designated reader would begin, the room would grow stone silent. As she would read, each of us would become, not just nervous, but terrified.

I usually would dig the nails of my right hand into the palm of my left. When I would hear the names I made it a point to remain stoned face so that no one in the room would realize that this was someone I knew.

Another reason I did this was for my own safety. Even among prisoners we were not safe. We were sure that some prisoners among us were spies. We feared that they were observing and reporting everything we did. Even as we shared our cookies and little gifts, we had to be vigilant and extremely careful.

My Mom Finds Us

Before we were transferred to the new prison, we continued to hear news of executions. We watched some of our fellow prisoners be released, but my sisters and I were not.

One of the worst aspects of being in this temporary prison was that my mom did not know where we were. She called several police stations, but no one would tell her.

We were all still in prison, and the news of executions continued. She was determined to find where we were, and, taking five or six of my younger siblings with her, she began standing at the gates of the different makeshift prison houses. She did this for hours on end. She wanted information.

Finally, her efforts paid off. Its not that any guard or police took pity and told her. One day she spotted our faces in the second floor window of the house where we were imprisoned. Our eyes met, and we carefully waved. She left a change of clothes and cookies for us with the guards. I was amazed when those treats, which I had seen below, actually arrived intact. In a way, I had grown up seeing my mother as someone who was often of weak health, needing to take a nap every day, but, watching her through the window of the house that had been turned into a prison, I came to fully appreciate her courage and determination. And, through those windows, I felt the power of her love.

Guard Takes Advantage of Woman Prisoner

On the third night, we suddenly had to face the fact that a guard had been carrying on with one of the women prisoners. We saw him fondling her chest as we quietly went to our rooms. We saw the two of them disappear into a back room and close the door. At first, we were puzzled why she did not resist him.

We didnt know what was happening. Later we learned there was a lot more than what we could observe. She was married and her husband, a prisoner on the first floor, was severely diabetic. This was the price she was paying to secure medication for her husband. As I looked back at that moment, we asked ourselves what would we have done in a similar situation? And it makes me realize that there are terrible choices that good people are forced to make when brute force replaces law in society.

Transfer to a Real Prison

The newspapers given to us every morning had pictures of the invaders being taken to prison. After the fourth or fifth day of being in prison it became clear that the invasion had failed. Each day a few prisoners on my floor were released. My sisters and I thought that we might soon be one of them.

Then one day a bus pulled up in front of the prison house. The militiamen ordered us to get in. Soon we learned why. We were being transferred to a real prison.

As the bus crossed the streets of Havana, we stuck our heads out and yelled, We are prisoners! We are prisoners! Those in the streets looked at us with fear and sadness. It was a look of overwhelming angst. Seeing us provided them evidence of what was being said regarding numerous prisoners. Now they could see the reality of prisoners inside buses.

We eventually arrived at the Womens Prison of Guanabacoa. It was on the outskirts of Havana. Another level of fear pervaded our minds a clear decision had been made to keep us behind bars.

Dad in Prison at La Cabaa Fortress

As bad as this new prison was for us, my dads situation was much worse. He had been transferred to the fortress of La Cabaa. There he heard executions every night. Oftentimes the men would pray together before one of them was executed. Sometimes, just as the militiamen were ordered to shoot them, the condemned would shout out loud: Long live Christ the King! (Viva Cristo Rey!) Then the guns would blast and several seconds of eerie silence would follow.

According to many people who knew Ch Guevara,8one of his favorite past times was to watch the executions. According to several rumors, at the Cabaa fortress, there was a special room for him to watch the executions from a window. Supposedly, he once wrote to his father: I love the smell of blood, and when I smell blood, I want to smell more.

Now, whenever I see American youths wearing Ch Guevara T-shirts, I think of this and I feel great frustration. I feel like saying to them: You have no idea what the real Ch Guevara was like. Those of us who lived in Cuba know the real truth. They wear the T-shirts of Ch Guevara, as if he was a hero. I wonder how they do not know about his cruelty. I cannot believe it is possible they would honor such a man if they knew the truth, yet how is it that they do not know? Communist propaganda makes him a hero, and, while it seems many people have accepted the myth without question, it is my duty as a Cuban and former prisoner to let the truth be known.

The Man with a Bullet in His Neck

Even inside the prison walls, my dad was constantly helping people, sometimes in ways that would jeopardize his own safety. One day a fellow detainee whispered to him, I have a bullet lodged in my neck. The man had been part of a group that attempted to kill Castro. In an exchange of gunshots, a bullet had entered his neck and lodged there.

He was able to escape the gunfight by opening the door of the moving car, and rolling out unseen. Subsequently, the police apprehended many of those in the area, but they did not realize that he was one of the members of the group involved in the attempt. If they were to discover the bullet in his neck, they would have known that he was inside the car from where the shots were fired.

Somehow the man sensed that he could trust my dad. One day a medical doctor visited the detention center to check on other prisoners with serious health problems. My dad decided that this doctor could be trusted, and so he told him about the mans neck wound. Miraculously, the doctor managed to extract the bullet with extreme secrecy. The jail authorities never knew what had happened. The mans life was saved, at least for the moment.

The presence of a medical doctor at the detention home was fortuitous. Prisoners in other locations fared much worse.

A Letter from Prison, Author Anonymous

This letter was included in my dads writings. So, at the moment we have to assume that my father, receiving it from a dear friend, made a decision not to divulge the name of the writer. We feel it shared a story that has great value, so we have decided to include it here:

From a prison cell (La Cabaa)
September 15, 1961

My Dear Old Friend,

I promised I would write and tell you about what is happening here. It was five months ago that Virgilio was martyred by a Cuban firing squad. He is always on my mind, hes even more so today. Its like you can feel his presence.

The executions I witnessed today, were one of more than thirty. When Im not watching I can hear the rifle shots from my cell. I am deeply affected by the knowledge that our beloved Cuba loses a son with every shot. I am deeply convinced that each son takes his place beside our Lord in a place among the starsthose stars that shine so bright and beautiful at this very moment.

I shall never forget this day. Cubas people have lost a lot and still, these senseless killings continue. I remember seeing two men placed before the firing wall, who were more concerned, for one another, that each would gladly have given his life to save the other. Ive seen sick and wounded men dragged before the death squad. I saw others condemned to death for burning something as meaningless as a streetcar or other similar offenses. This memory shall live on; their memory is branded into my heart.

Today there were three tough cases in court. The second involved two men who were accused of attacking and an attempted assassination of a female soldier. Even before the trial had taken place, billboards were erected announcing that those crimes were to be punishable by death. The accused learned this just two hours before the trial was supposed to take place. The two men prepared themselves for trial only to be told the trial was postponed. The accused men are to be tried today depending upon the presence of the lawyers for the defense. Most do not have lawyers, so the two men tried to take up a collection in an effort to secure the lawyers for their defense. However, an informer told the prison warden about this collection causing the trial to be was postponed again. The lawyers visit was cancelled and the witnesses were not allowed to testify. Now the accused are called to a trial without legal representation and the presence of their witnesses.

The first of the two men was the owner of a small motel where the other accused man often went to have a romantic rendezvous with the female soldier. The second man was the landlord of the guesthouse where both he and the woman lived together for about a month while considering the possibility of marriage. The groom was having second thoughts about the wedding. This delay irritated the woman, so she lied, falsely accusing the two men of planning to murder her.

They were not given time to present evidence to the contrary. So, tonight, these two innocent men will die. This is the first night of crime, the night when the Cuban government triumphed over man.

It is nearly midnight. Soon we will hear the gunshots ending the lives of two innocent men. Their only crime was having relations with a female soldier. Their immoral actions cannot be condoned, the injustice of their execution for purely political reasons (as a propaganda device), entitles these men to our compassion and sympathy.

Twenty-two-year-old Carlos, the man accused of setting fire to a store is engaged to be married. He expressed a desire to receive his first Holy Communion. He was ready to receive the Lord. He has been on death row for six months. He and Subi (the other man accused of that same crime) are both prepared for death. I am certain that our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ is awaiting him. Carlos is brave, and he has promised he would die calling on Christ the King.

Our captors nearly shot a man who was a member of a youth movement called ACU.9 He is one of many accused of being fugitives. His sentence has been changed from thirty years to death several times. Today he was fortunate enough to have access to legal representation. They succeeded in having his sentence commuted to thirty years.

Another night has passed. It is after midnight and we are expecting another execution. We are all experiencing anxiety waiting for the shots. For some, it will be their first experience. I have gone through this ordeal more times than I want to remember. I know what to expect. We can hear the motor of the vehicle that picks up the victims, one at a time, taking them from the chapel to the firing squad. Caskets await their bodies. I caught a glimpse of the car as it passed a short while ago. There are many soldiers and Secret Service men milling about in the area who will carry out the shooting. Men and women arrived to witness the execution. When the command Aim! is voiced, the screams of Long live Christ the King! and Long live free Cuba!10 will be heard throughout the prison. Before the executioners shoot, they utter blasphemies and other disgusting things by which they hope to antagonize the condemned men before they die.

It is 1:30 a.m. April the 20th. Carlos cries out, Long live Christ the King! His cry was the first. The others did likewise and added, Long Live Cuba! We ran to the prison door. It was nearly silent outside. A harsh laugh reaches our ears. The words He jumped like a dog! are heard in the background. The moon is growing and stars seem to glow brighter. I can see the sky more clearly now, shining with a new glory now. Carlos is finally home with our Heavenly Father. Someday, this may also be our fate.

Anonymous Prisoner

Ch GuevaraExecutions

For the first months after Castro rose to power, Ch Guevara was in charge of the goings-on at La Cabaa where my dad was being held. Only a few stories ever made it out of this makeshift prison where men were held, tried, and some were tortured, and ultimately many were killed. One voice of a witness to these events is that of Ch Guevara himself. Here is a summarization of Ches words:

I (Ch) didnt feel he the need to have proof to execute an enemy. If I felt it was necessary, then I would order it done. I enjoyed the horrible smell of gunpowder and blood. I confessed my taste for killing.

Lady Prisoner Dies in Van

At the Womens Prison in Guanabacoa, my sisters and I were kept in the front rooms, and we rarely saw the rest of the prison. But one day, when we were taken to the patio of the prison we saw the women who were housed at the back of the jail. A metal wire fence that divided the prison into two sectors separated them from us. We were not allowed to mingle with them, or even to talk to them. However, on a couple of occasions we broke the rules and exchanged a few words.

We learned that one of the women, Olga Morgan, was the wife of William Morgan, an American who had joined Fidel Castro in the mountains. Morgan eventually became disappointed with the Revolution. He was accused of treason, and was executed. Olga was sentenced to thirty years in prison.

Soon after we talked to them, they were informed that they were going to be sent to a more permanent prison, called the Womens Prison of Guanajay.11 It was famous for its abuses and cruel treatment of inmates. Before the invasion, newspapers had published stories of how the women there had been tortured.

But the women resisted. They decided that they would not be transferred to Guanajay. Each time the militiamen tried to force any of them into a waiting area, the women closed ranks, joined hands, and refused to move. The militiamen fell back and ceased to struggle. But the womens success was only temporary. It seemed as if the women were winning, yet, little did they know that Castros government would not hesitate to use any kind of force or ploy in order to get them to comply. And that is why a terrible surprise was awaiting for them on Mothers Day.12

As the day began, everyone in the jail was exuberant. We had been told that our mothers and other relatives would be allowed to visit. Carefully, we washed our hair and had each other comb it as best we could. We put makeup on our faces and made every effort to look our best. It was going to be such a happy day!

My two sisters and I were so excited that we would get to see our mom. Once we saw her, however, I could see the anxiety and fear in her face. Although she tried to make small talk and keep the visit pleasant, the conversation was intense. It meant so much to be able to see her, and also she gave us strength and confidence that this all would end soon.

The visit was short but intense. She gave us some cookies and goodies, and with tears in our eyes we said goodbye. There was no way to know when we would see her again.

In the glow of the brief visit and the sorrow of parting, it didnt even cross our minds to watch for anything in addition to this bittersweet moment. We returned to our dormitory next to the hall where the visits were taking place. We accepted that our shift to visit was over so that other women could visit briefly with their families. Little did we suspect what would happen next.

It was toward the end of the day that we looked out the window and saw something odd. Several fire trucks and several large paddy wagons were parked near the entrance of the visiting room.

It was estimated that maybe as many as 500 militiamen and militiawomen had come to the prison to assist in this effort.

Get out, we heard the guards shout to the women in the visiting room. As we learned later, they were instructing the women to leave the visiting room, exit the prison, and board the paddy wagons.

They would not. Instead, they remained motionless in the visiting room. The firemen responded by bringing their fire hoses inside the visiting room and pointed the hoses directly at the women. The firemen began spraying them; the force of the water pushed the women toward the paddy wagons.

Their intent became unmistakable. The guards at the prison had knowingly saved this day for the prisoners who were opposing the relocation to the Guanajay prison. Once the guards had them confined in a small room, it was straightforward to coerce the women into the transport vehicles.

They forced the women one-by-one out of the room and into the waiting vans using the awful force of the fire hoses. Their screams could be heard all over the prison. Standing in the top of our bunk beds, some of us were able to observe the scene and recount to the others the incredible use of force on these terrified women. It was a very violent scene, with women being injured without compassion. There was a total disregard for them as human beings.

Later, we learned that one of the women prisoners died on the way to Guanajay. She had sustained a serious head injury while being pushed into the wagon, and she bled to death during the trip. The guards never offered her medical care.

We also learned that one of the prisoners was pregnant and that the firemen aimed the water hoses directly to her obviously pregnant belly. Reacting to this incredible inhumane attempt to kill the baby, many of the other prisoners stood in front of the pregnant lady and prevented the force of the water to reach her stomach. And the good news is that the attempted damage to the baby was not terminal and the lady delivered a healthy baby two months after this incident at the new prison to which she was transferred.

The memory of that horrible scene will remain in my mind until this day, all these years later. We witnessed the callousness of the militiamen but also the dehumanizing power of totalitarian authority. As prisoners, we had to face that Castros militia would stop at nothing in order to accomplish what they wanted. For many days we all remained somber. Real fear settled over us. Before that day, we often sang and danced. (In fact, two of the prisoners had been dancers at the local Tropicana Club nightclub.) From that day on, we did not sing or dance again.

Before being imprisoned, some of the women had actually been supporters of Castro, but they had become disenchanted when it became more and more clear that his regime would be a Communist one. After realizing that Castro would govern as a Communist, some of the once-supporters had spoken or acted against the regime.

Compared to my sisters and me, some of the women had been much more outspoken against Castro and had participated more vigorously in anti-government activities. One young lady, whom I remember clearly, was very somber and cried constantly. She was convinced that her husband was going to be executed. Many others were in a similar situation. It was the price many paid trying to prevent the destruction of our country. Her husband had been actively involved in the transportation of arms and explosives, and had been caught with the evidence in his hands. She was distraught. Ill never forget her face, full of fear and pain.

Prison Ends

Some mornings, shortly after we awoke, a guard would read to us a few names of women who would be released that day. On the 38th day of my imprisonment, my sisters and I heard our names read from the list. We had no forewarning, but we had been anxiously listening and hoping to hear our names. And suddenly, we were free.

This was an unexpectedly painful moment. I had survived each day hoping to be released, but now I felt guilty for being able to go home, leaving the others behind. It felt as if I was abandoning them. They were a wonderful group of women whom I had grown to admire and love.

Many of the women began writing notes, quick notes, for my sisters and me to give to their families. Others whispered requests such as, Please call my mom and tell her about our time here together. But the one hurried request I will never be able to forget was a note that read, Please tell my family that my husband is about to be executed.

Fulfilling these requests would help soften my feelings of guilt. We all embraced, and then my sisters and I headed home in a taxicab with our hearts in our throats. We almost felt like traitors leaving the others behind. And now, as I write about this scene I find myself crying as I remember the pain I felt then. It was almost as if they were my new family, and I was abandoning them.
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Photo Made for Hire. Photo Courtesy of Lala Mooney

La Cabaa Fortress, Havana, Cuba, is an eighteenth-century fortress that was built to protect the entrance to the eastern side of Havana harbor. During the Bay of Pigs Invasion in 1961, the Castro regime used it as a prison. Six thousand prisoners, including Manuel Suarez, (Lalas father) were detained within its walls.
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Photo Made for Hire. Photo Courtesy of Lala Mooney

A view of El Morro Fortess from the water.
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Photo by George Suarez

Another view of El Morro Fortress, next to La Cabaa, that guards the entrance of Havana Bay where Manuel Suarez and thousands of other Cubans were imprisoned in 1961.

__________________

8. Ernesto Ch Guevara promoted Communism in the Cuban Revolution. He was a guerrilla leader, Latin American revolutionary, and invited missiles into Cuba from the Soviet Union.

9. Agrupacin Catlica Universitaria, which is translated as Catholic Students Association, and often referred to by its initials ACU without periods.

10 Viva Cristo Rey! Viva Cuba Libre!

11. Guanajay City is a small city in the middle of a sugar cane and tobacco region, busy with trade, and distant from Havana. As late as the 1990s, it was used as a prison for political prisoners.

12. Mothers Day in 1961, fell on May 14th.





3. MEETING FIDEL
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CIA Arms at the Beach

All during my imprisonment, I had worried. I worried about my dad. I worried whether my mom would recover from the trauma of loosing a baby and I worried that Castros militiamen would discover the gun that I had buried. I worried about being found out for my protest that gained the attention of Castro before the invasion. But I had also come to realize that these last years had been full of many risks, as many of the young people in Cuba felt that they were called to do something to overthrow the Communist government that had taken over our beloved island.

Most of my activities against the government were limited to participating in public events and distributing flyers and attending demonstrations. Many of my college friends, especially the young men were involved in more serious efforts to actively organize a revolt against Fidel Castros government. One day the phone rang and I heard the voice of one of those young men announcing the following:

We are going fishing tonight, were the innocuous words I often heard when speaking by phone from one of my college friends who was very involved in the underground. For us, the word underground was used to refer to those activities that needed to be kept secret and had the purpose of undermining Castros government in some way. By fishing, my friends meant not literally fishing, but fishing for arms at the beach. That is, once they arrived at a pre-arranged location, boats sent by the CIA would drop big containers in the water full of arms and ammunitions. My friends then would pick them up and bring them back to Havana. From there, arrangements were made to send the arms and munitions to the interior of the island and, ultimately, to the mountains were anti-Castro guerrillas were fighting to retake Cuba.

Naturally, all of these activities were dangerous. At night, I would wait next to the phone awaiting the call from one of my friends who would indicate that this nighttime operation had been completed. One of those nights my friend, a wonderful young man whom I had a crush on, did not call. I waited and waited. The phone never rang. I will never forget the fear and anguish I felt that night.

The next morning my friend called. He was alive! He explained he had not gone fishing because they had been silently practicing target shooting at an apartment. All of the sudden one of the guns went off. The sound was loud and easy to identify. His friends and he became scared and quickly left the area, and that was why he had forgotten to call me. Even in the relief of hearing he was safe, I was hearing he was in danger as he explained why he had forgotten to call me.

Ultimately, many of my friends were apprehended and given long prison sentences. Some of them were executed. That is the risk we took and the price we were willing to pay. I was fortunate. The authorities did not connect all the pieces of my story, so I eventually escaped. In fact, I had not done that much by the time of the invasion. But my relative innocence would not matter once suspicions were raised among the interrogators and officials. Only when I was released from prison did I have a sense I had been spared a worse fateand not until I left Cuba would I be sure I could be safe ever again.

At the Footbridge

To our amazement, a couple of weeks after Fidel Castro took power in 1959, he created La Ley 11. It was a law that mandated all private universities to close for two years. Castro explained that, because the public university had been closed for two years, those who went to private universities now had a two-year advantage over other students.

We were flabbergasted. However, we were still optimistic. We quickly organized a Villanueva Student Association, making the case for reopening the private universities. We decided that one of our first efforts would be to talk to Castro directly. This was not easy. It was common knowledge that Castro kept no schedule and that he slept in about five to ten different places. There was no way to predict where he could be found day-to-day. We considered ourselves lucky one night when a journalist told us, We know that Fidel is going to the outskirts of Havana tonight. He will have to cross the bridge that goes over Havana Bay. If you wait there for him, you are likely to find him.

We gathered and waited for several hours at the foot of the bridge. Then we saw Castros caravan of vehicles approaching. We had heard that he liked to talk to groups, and sure enough he stepped out of his car and began conversing with us. To my surprise, he was remarkably charming. In contrast to some of the men in my family, who seemed to me to be authoritarian and dogmatic, Fidel listened, engaged our ideas and used logic to answer our concerns. Two or three leaders of the group presented our arguments for reopening the closed private universities, and Castro responded with logic and reassurances.

You have to be patient, he said. The students from the University of Havana sacrificed their education for the Revolution. This has to be recognized. He said similar things and gave us hope. He was positive and charming but he made no commitment. And then he disappeared back into a car and sped away.

I dont believe anything he says, one of my friends later commented. He is lying. He has no intention of reversing this law.

Despite Castros words of understanding at the footbridge that night, we did not give up. We mounted an intensive public relations effort. We worked hard, and, ultimately, to our surprise, Castro reversed himself and allowed the private universities to re-open. As far as I am aware, this is the only law ever reversed in those first years of the Revolution.

At the university after the law was rescinded, something unnerved me. It was Castros charisma. When I heard him speak I found him charming and, in at least a small way he had persuaded me. I would not be alone in noticing Castros personal impact. I heard others mention this, and it was part of his reputation.

Yet, the lasting impression of the man I encountered at the footbridge grew, with time, more incongruous with the facts about his deeds. Facts kept emerging as Castro used any force he needed to steer the country toward absolute control by dictatorship. Yes. Being back at school was a victory, but a very minor one.

Meanwhile, we Cubans were hearing more about the contrast between Castros charm and his murderous deeds. Stories abound about situations in which Castro offered his charm and reassurances while individual Cubans pleaded for the life of a family member. He would act very understanding. As soon as the family left the room, he would give the order to execute their loved one.

Cubans began to share details of their own experiences with Castro, and it became clear to me and many others that Castro exemplified the determination of a person who wanted to stay in power at all costs, the power of a person who no longer had a conscience.
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Photo by Teresa Hamm

Palm Trees in Cuba
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Photo by George Suarez

A panoramic view of Havana, Cuba.
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Photo by Gregory Ewald/U.S. Coast Guard/AFP

In 2003, Cuban immigrants attempted to cross the Straits of Florida on July 16th. The boat was created out of a 1951 Chevy pickup. They fashioned a propeller on the truck and drove forty miles off of the U.S. border before the U.S. Coast Guard returned them to Cuba. As late as 2016, Cubans have attempted to flee the island and Castros regime in anything that will float. This photograph of a floating truck captured the attention of the whole world. They have since created all kinds of floating vehicles including a long floating taxi.





4. FERRYBOAT TO AMERICA
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Mom Becomes Catatonic

I remember with great detail the departure from the Guanabacoa prison. This includes my walk out of the exit door, my entering the taxicab, and much of the ride home. But for some reason, I remember almost nothing about arriving at my home. From conversations I know that I hugged my mom and younger siblings, but I cant envision this.

This gives me a glimpse into how the mind works. Horrible experiences penetrate deeply. They are etched permanently and so clearly, while others that are also very real, mysteriously fade and are lost to us. Here I am at my computer, decades later and I am re-living these moments, these intense memories. And I thank the Lord that now I am in a safe place and have known the personal safety as well as freedom in America. Those final terrifying days as a political prisoner in Castros Cuba will remain a vivid memory, living with me until I pass.

The same day my sisters and I were freed from prison, we assumed that our dad was released, too. But we were shocked to discover that Dad was not at home when we arrived. Every day we continued to hear about other prisoners being released, but we did not hear any news about my dads release. It became obvious that Castros authorities were intent on keeping him in prison.

Our family had already lived through the anxiety before the invasion and, then, through the arrest of many in our family. Finally, at least, my sisters and I returned home, but there was no real relief. We were all still anxious and tense. Then it got even worse. An incident happened that threw my family into a crisis.

It began when one of my dads students visited us at the house and talked to my mom.

I have something very serious to tell you, he stated. Some of the university students needed a place to hide arms, ammunition, and explosives that they had received from outside of Cuba. They planned to send all of it to the mountains where the counter-revolutionaries were fighting Castros army. However, in the crisis presented by the arrival of the invasion, they decided to hide them in your husbands laboratory.

My mom was shocked. The implications could be fatal for my dad. If Castros militia were to find this arsenal, they would conclude that my dad had hidden all of it there. There would be no way for my dad to convince otherwise. We were astonished and terrified. What if this decision by students in the middle of chaos were to become a death sentence for my dad?

The pressure was just too great. After facing so many burdens for so long, at the thought of losing my dad, my mom fell apart emotionally. No matter how we tried to rally her, she was immobile and fell into a deep stupor. She did not respond to anything. She was catatonic. Not knowing what to do, we took her to a nearby hospital. Doctors attempted different approaches to wake her from her unresponsive state. Nothing seemed to help. Finally, a psychiatrist told us the only remaining option was electric shock therapy. We realized the risks of this treatment, but we saw that we were out of options. The next morning my sister and I took my mom to the psychiatrists office. We were told to wait in the reception room as we saw our mother wheeled away to the treatment room. We prayed to Our Lord that this treatment would be effective. Feeling our dads absence acutely, we could only prayand hold on.

After a while, we were invited to join my mom in the treatment room. I will never forget what I saw. There, lying on the stretcher was my mom, full of wires coming out of her hair. We were young and had not seen this kind of scene, so it was unnerving for us to witness. As the nurse started to untangle the wires from her hair, my mom was quiet and peaceful. She started talking for the first time in days. It was clear that she had forgotten everything. But she was awake, alert. She smiled at us, and we had hope again.

We decided not to bring Mom back to our house. We made arrangements for her to stay at the home of my aunt who had offered to take care of her. Mom surely needed extra care. When we all arrived at my aunts house, my mom drank warm milk and went to sleep. We were so relieved to see her eating and moving. We breathed a sigh of relief. But we feared this relief was only temporary. We knew my moms situation was delicate. We did not know if she would recover totally. Something had to be done fast to get my dad out of prison and our family out of Cuba.

My aunt suggested we reach out to a family member who had married a Brazilian diplomat. Fortunately, the diplomat and his wife were visiting Cuba at the time. My sister Teresa arranged to talk to them about this crisis. The couple heard her sympathetically and understood. The good news was that the Brazilian government happened to be, at that moment, on good terms with the Castro regime. Our efforts paid off. Within a couple of days my dad was released from prison.

Getting Dad Out of Prison, Out of Cuba

When my dad showed up at the door of the house the cook went to answer the door. Suddenly, we heard the cook yell with excitement Caballero!13 We all ran to the door and hugged him and cried.

But there was no time to waste. We hurriedly took him to my aunts house to see my mom. For the moment, her condition was stable. My mom was alert and recognized her surroundings. And was talkative and normal. But she still would lie in bed most of the day. Seeing my dad and mom reunite was an amazing moment. Having Dad free and by her side had a tremendous effect on her. And she started to recover steadily.

Nevertheless, we all felt as if the clock was ticking. My moms condition was still delicate. At any moment Castros militia would find the arms hidden in my dads laboratory. We had to be sure my dad was not imprisoned again and that my mom could continue to regain strength. The only choice was to get my dad out of the country, and then, if this was even possible, the rest of the family would follow.

The problem was how to get my dad out of Cuba. If he was discovered leaving, he could be returned to prison simply for the attempt to leave. It would be seen as a sign of guilt. As we faced this next obstacle in our path, the Good Lord was watching over us. We were told that a ferryboat was making trips to Key West. The owner had decided to help Cubans who wanted to leave. It was a brave thing for him to do. Rather than bringing cargo back and forth across the sea, the owner was now taking passengers and bringing them to the United States. The owner had dated one of my aunts, and he still felt affection for my family. That connection was all we needed to have his trust, and we acted quickly.

One early morning at the beginning of July, we drove my dad to the customs office next to the ferryboat landing. I sat frozen in the car, full of anxiety. Beside me sat my mom. We watched passengers walking toward the ferry that was to take my dad to Key Westand freedom. My heart was beating so fast, but I tried to keep calm and strong for my mom, who bravely had come to be next to my dad in this difficult and dangerous moment. Both of us were praying quietly in silence. After a while, the police arrived and searched the ferryboat. We kept our silence, watching and praying. We were afraid that they would decide that my dad was not allowed to leave. Later, once we were all in the United States he told us the details of how he had hidden from the militia. Standing there watching anxiously, we were delighted to see the militiamen step out empty-handed. They had found no hidden passenger. My dad was safe.

Later on, when the family was together and sharing stories, my dad recounted the details of how he had hidden in a meat freezer in the bottom of the boat, where the police did not think to check. He climbed out of the freezer when the ferry started to move, which was probably the same moment when my mom and I took an easy breath. The ferry slipped away in the quiet waters. It looked like just a ferry leaving a dock and heading toward sea. For us, it meant my dad was saved. Even if the Castro regime could find the guns and munitions hidden in his laboratory at the University, they would not be able to imprison him.

Yet, the danger continued for us. We needed to start making plans to get our whole family out of the country. There was no question now. We all had to get out of the hell that Cuba had become. It was important to leave as soon as possible, before Castro could close all the possible exits, trapping everyone in a country that now was more like a prison.

Last to Leave

Fortunately, leaving Cuba was not as dangerous or as difficult for me as it was for my dad but it was still a fearful process. I was scared and nervous, almost in a panic. It had become obvious that the regime was determined to keep people submissive by putting them in prison without cause. In the back of my mind, I knew my friends were still jailed, or executed, and the munitions would be discovered. There was so much to worry about.

There was much hope because we were headed for the United States. At that moment, in 1961, America was thriving economically, and it opened its arms to Cubans. I had a Cuban friend who worked at the United States Embassy in Cuba, and she was able to arrange for all of our family members to receive visa waivers, so we could exit the country. So, within two weeks, my mom with all of her children, except for one, boarded the same ferry in which my dad had hidden from police, and they left bound for Palm Beachhappy at last.

All sailed away together, except for me. I had used my visa previously for a Christmas trip to the United States, so I needed a new one. While I was happy to see everyone in my family leave for safety in America, I felt alone and more vulnerable than ever. I had watched my dads ferryboat sail away to America, and now I was watching my mom and all my brothers and sisters sailing toward the horizon. All had escaped Castros Cuba, but without me. I did not know how long it would take for me to get my visa. It was a difficult moment, but I would busy myself and prepare for my own trip, feeling alone, vulnerable, and very scared.

Soon enough my visa was cleared and, after two weeks, it was my turn to head for the dock in search of the resourceful ferryboat owner. Instead, an experience of a different nature awaited me. As I waited at the customs office for the arrival of the ferryboat, all of a sudden, one of the employees from the ferryboat office bent forward unexpectedly and put his lips on my neck with a very passionate kiss. I was totally taken by surprise. I jumped backward, and I did not know what to do. This man had been really kind and helpful all along, and I would have never anticipated that he would do that. On the one hand, I was grateful, because he was helping me on a very difficult moment. So I reacted by becoming really serious and distant. He was a man in his mid-fifties and I would have never anticipated that this was going to happen. Fortunately, others entered the room and within minutes I was able to leave the office and walk toward the boat.

The experience of those few moments remained ingrained in my mind. I had been physically taken advantage of for the first time in my life. And I also remembered what I had witnessed in prison, when one of the ladies decided to give in to the advances of the guard in order to obtain medicine for her diabetic husband. A couple of years later, I had a similar experience inside an elevator at work. I was living in the United States. As the elevator door closed, an older co-worker, in his late fifties, grabbed me suddenly and gave me a passionate kiss on the lips. Again, this time, it caught me totally by surprise. I was freer to break away, and, also, I was not in danger of being imprisoned or worse. But these experiences have helped me throughout life both prevent similar occurrences and also understand with compassion how others might have not been able to stop advances simply because no one came into a room in time to interrupt or because a dangerous life had already taught them to be wary.

In Cuba, I was finally able to find passage. As I boarded the ferry with my small suitcase, I looked north. There at the United States port my family was awaiting my arrival. My heart was full of relief and expectations because I had already visited the United States on three occasions and I had beautiful memories, and much hope about returning there. And now I was about to be free. And safe.

The ferryboat was moving out into the open sea and Cuba looked smaller and smaller. My heart ached. Was I doing the right thing? Was I abandoning many of my college friends who were now in prison? Was I forsaking those who had already paid with their lives? I was twenty-years-old. I was young. Should I stay and fight for my country? On the boat, I felt strongly the pain of leaving people whom I loved. No one knew what fate was to come.

At that time, Cubans were still able to call the U.S. long distance. I had called my relatives ahead of time and told them I was coming. By then, my parents were already in Washington D.C. My Uncle Melchor and his family had already left Cuba and lived in Miami. They had left earlier after Castros militiamen had put a rifle in my uncles desk and forced him to sign papers giving the sugar mill to the government. He realized his life was in danger.

My Uncle Mel Gaston and his wife came to receive me at the Ferry Boat landing in West Palm Beach, Florida. I stayed in their home overnight. The next day they put me on a plane to D.C. A friend of my dads, a professor at a local university, picked me up at the airport. I was able to join my parents at a small apartment that they had rented in Hyattsville, Maryland.

We were so immensely grateful to the members of the Catholic Church in Hyattsville, who came to help us. They gave us clothes, shoes, and bought us food. The churches in D.C. organized clothing closets where we could get clothing and furniture. Two of my uncles who lived in Puerto Rico sent my parents some money for the first month. It was mostly the generosity of the members of the church that carried us for those first couple of months, After that, Dad started to work and so did I.
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A Countryside View
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Mooney Family Photo. Photo Courtesy of Manny Suarez.

House at the farm of the Suarez family in Havana. Manuel, Lala's Dad, was very proud of the design and the arches that provided the entrance to the front of the house. The bricks for the house were home made at the farm using a process that Mr. Suarez had designed.

__________________

13. Caballero is a Spanish word meaning Sir.





PART II:
ADDITIONAL FAMILY EXPERIENCES





5. THE REVOLUTION AND MEMORIES
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My Dad Writes His Memoir

I have Dads manuscript about Cuba that was never published! my brother Mel exclaimed proudly over the phone as I told him about my plans to write a book. I was ecstatic to hear that. I immediately made arrangements to visit Mel in Boston and review all the materials he had. I sat in his living room and opened the boxes with all the journals and pictures my mom had accumulated over many years. Reading my dads stories, I realized I held my parents history in my handsand the historic turning point in the history of Cuba. I remembered that the inspiration for my dad to write a book had come from one of his engineering students, Enrique Rueda, who later became a priest. I can vividly remember Enrique coming to our apartment many times, with a tape recorder in hand and asking my parents questions about Cuba.

The following pages share that account. My parents described for Enrique many events in great detail. They too, it seemed, had written about Cuba in order to let people know what really had happened there.

As I read their book I felt it had a unique value because they were talking about events they had experienced first-hand. And also because they had written about them when they were fresh in their minds within a year after they had taken place. Even I learned a great deal of information that I never had heard before. I firmly believe that his words have great credibility even when my parents are now gone. My dad died in 1995 and my mom in 1997.

Their words revealed the turmoil that was occurring in Cuba and the destruction that can result when someone like Castro takes over.

My parents wrote the following passages together. But in some cases, as I indicated, it was only my moms voice. In other cases it was only my dads.

Year of Liberation, Militiamen at Villanueva

Here my mother writes:

I will never forget January 3, 1959, just three days after Castros Revolution succeeded. After Mass at the chapel of Villanueva University, we saw a car wrapped in a Cuban flag and filled with a group of men. They parked the car near the priests residence of the University.

We lived across the street from the campus and walked home quickly. My husband drank a cup of coffee as fast as he could and rushed back to the University that had been part of our everyday lives for the last six years. A few minutes later, the phone rang.

Querida, they have given me permission to call you to tell you that I am alright. These-so-called liberators of Cuba are holding us prisoners until we show them the files containing the student records. No good could come from these men getting their hands on the files. Should you know of any other professor that wants to come over, please advise him that he is not to come unless he knows where the files are and is willing to give them information.

I understood the full meaning of the message hidden in these words. Undoubtedly, they had not discovered that my husband was the Dean of the Engineering School at this Catholic university. He risked his life to stay quiet and protect his students. I called the Director of my husbands Sodality, Agrupacin Catlica Universitaria (Catholic University Students Association),14 Father Amando Llorente, who had some connections among Castros followers. I also called some professors, some of whom were astonished at such a turn of events.

After all, they said, this is the year of liberation. There must be some mistake!

Later on, after his release, I learned that my husband had stood against a wall facing a twelve-caliber gun. During that time, the liberators had broken through the library windows in scouring the campus for the records. They had taken Fr. John Kelly, the Augustinian rector of the University, for a ride and did not allow anyone to accompany or even follow him.

This was just the beginning of Fr. Kellys Calvary. Defamatory statements and lies were heaped on this brave Augustinian friar. He was a good prospect for their cause. He was American, a Catholic priest, a man of truth, and the one responsible for having a shadow cast on the University of Havana through honest and able competition by this first Cuban private university. His imprisonment ended when Fr. Armando Llorente, the director of the Agrupacin, whom I had called on the phone, told Castros followers that all they needed to do to throw the Revolution into suspicion was to harm a priest.

When the liberators imprisoned Fr. Kelly and held a gun to his head demanding records, he also refused to submit. Another way had to be found to test his courage. This other way turned out to be the famous Law No. 11. According to this law, degrees granted by a Catholic university were declared null. If the students wanted to revalidate their credits, they would have to register again for an equal period of time. The government claimed that since Villanueva had not closed during the Revolution while the University of Havana had, a penalty would be imposed on Villanueva in order to compensate for the loss of time at the University of Havana.

Under such conditions and pressures the University did not reopen. Perhaps Fr. Kelly was being unduly stubborn, but he saw no point in opening up a university when its degrees could be cancelled so easily and so arbitrarily.

We began to move with the hope that the authorities would change their minds and give us justice. Finally, the Prime Minister Jos Mir Cardona15 yielded to an interview with the rector and several professors of the University. In his disappointment, this is my husbands account of what happened as he came back from the meeting:

We all think that Pontius Pilate has been dead for a long time. Well, we are wrong. A new Pilate is born every day. The new Pilate told us that this is just a psychological measure to keep up the spirit of the Revolution. He continued, It is a psychological measure like the one Pilate inflicted on Christ to calm the mobs. Pilate had him whipped to see if he could save him from the cross, even though he had found no guilt in that man. For the present, Villanueva has been tied to a whipping post.

Now my parents alternate talking as they continue to describe the situation as it unfolded in the coming months. Even though one or the other is talking, I can see them sitting together, sharing the effort to retell the experiences they shared.

Under Law No. 11, young men and women of the University would be exposed to gross injustice. To pin suspicion on them for Batistas crimes by remaining in the Villanueva University while the University of Havana was closed was unthinkable. In reality, many of them suffered during Batistas dictatorship, even to the point of mutilation and death. This was not an idle rumor. Three of them were my husbands students at the University. Now it became increasingly apparent that Castros regime penalized the University as a whole to further the real objectives of the Revolution, the suppression of all private enterprise.

Blatant injustice stirred everyone. Parents, students, and professors joined forces to fight Law No. 11. Through the election of their student council, the students themselves gave us a fitting example of what an organic democracy can do. The students and professors organized a rally and 5,000 supporters attended. Then they denied us permission to hold it downtown, in spite of the Minister of Educations continuous claim that the government only heard the voice of the streets.

However, such demonstrations of unity and school spirit won the day. Ultimately, the law was amended. But it was not because Villanueva had previously taken a stand against Batista and turned down a two-million dollar endowment that he had offered or that Fr. Kelly had personally turned down an additional sum of $300,000 from the President of the Congress under Batista, or because they had publicly recognized the high academic achievements of Villanueva or that the students had paid their share of blood to the Revolution, but on the contrary, there were some within the government who had a legitimate fear that the Communist Revolution was moving too fast!

Villanueva16 had recently been made a Catholic university by a decree of the Holy See (the Pope). The whole idea of a Catholic university was not very popular, even apart from the Communists. Strange as it may seem, we had to beg for support even within Catholic circles, particularly during the early stages of Castros Revolution. The reason for this situation was that many Catholics had a guilt complex regarding the establishment of a Catholic university. For one thing, many could not discharge the traditional Latin American view that students should take an active participation in politics and suspend their studies. To them, Villanueva was guilty of breaking this tradition by not having closed its doors at the same time of the University of Havana.

For some, Villanueva was considered foreign because of its affiliation with an American Province of the Augustinian Order. Hence, there was an assumption that there was an intimate connection with the American Embassy during Batistas dictatorship. However, the University had little or no connection whatsoever with the American Embassy in Havana. The Communists knew this but failed to acknowledge it in their disregard of truth and ultimate regard for confusion. Unfortunately, many swallowed this party line. Moreover, the old inherited attitude of hating all, if we cant love all, made things worse. The truth is that not agreeing on everything with a friend, or spiritual brother, is no excuse for not assisting him when an injustice has been committed against him, nor can silence be used as an excuse.

Many from whom we expected support, refused to help Fr. Kelly. This humble and wise priest, following instructions from his superiors and burdened under constant pressures, undertook the task of finding another qualified priest who would assume the duties as rector. The authorities laid down a specific request that the new rector be Cuban. Fr. Eduardo Boza-Masvidal17 was selected and later made Auxiliary Bishop of Havana. We gave Fr. Boza a hearty welcome, but our hearts were saddened and dismayed over the loss of Fr. Kelly.

I remember that sad, rainy morning. We gathered to hear Fr. Kellys last Mass in Cuba. Tears flowed as Fr. Kelly told us how thankful he was for all we had done for him. He promised all friends and enemies alike, his continued prayers.

As he was saying Mass, I could not help but think that saints, like Christ, are often misunderstood. Even students like Barreiro, who owed his life to him, betrayed Fr. Kelly. And many others for whom Fr. Kelly had labored so intensely for years, turned their backs on him. After Mass my husband stood before the students to remind them of the great example of courage and loyalty Fr. Kelly had shown. It was Fr. Kelly who told the Communist militiamen he would rather have the university and himself destroyed, than any one student betrayed.

Somebody had suggested that we erect a monument to Fr. Kelly alongside the one that had already been erected to Father Spirally, OSA18, the founder of the University. I wrote in the Diario de la Marina,19 We have already built a monument for him, a monument in our hearts. A monument that no one can spoil with red ink, a spiritual monument that some day will produce what he wanted the mostthe continuation of the Villanueva education of our children.

And, the hymn we had so joyfully composed was never sung.

Rev. John F. Kellys Story
(Reproduced with Permission)
February 25, 1962, New York

Father John J. Kelly, the former rector of Villanueva University, related for us his experience in Cuba during the last years of the Universitys operation before he was told by the Cuban government to leave the country. Here is his account.20

This is the heart-rending story of the systematic destruction of the Cuban people by the brutal, bestial, Communist regime of Fidel Castro, taking place within one hundred miles of Key West, U.S.A. It is more heart-rending as seen through the vivid experiences of this Suarez Carreo family, Dean Manuel Suarez Carreo, his wife, Elita Gaston, and their fourteen children.21

Dean Suarez has at least two engineering degrees from the University of Villanova, Pennsylvania, and from the University of Havana. He headed up our technology schools at the University Villanueva, Havana, for ten years until taken prisoner when the Communist forces confiscated the University. He is an integral, fervent, practicing Catholic, devoted to Catholic Action and the guidance of youth. His whole family followed the religious leadership of the father and the mother. The oldest daughter was an Ursuline nun.

Dean Suarez is a man dedicated to the intellectual, moral, and social preparation of Cuban youth. His work in technology in our Catholic University of Villanueva was outstanding, the guidance of the youth in Catholic Action was widely recognized, and his social philosophy was integrated with Papal Encyclicals (Papal letters concerning Catholic doctrine).

I cannot say that the Suarez family is the typical Cuban familythey are far above average in integrity and faithbut they do represent faithfully the thinking, devoted, serious-minded Cubans who will one day (and we pray that day will be very soon) rebuild a solid, democraticrepublican Cuba that all the Americans will contemplate and follow with pride.

This factual, anecdotal account reflects the great desire of the Cuban people for decency, honesty, and justice in public administration and their courageous willingness to accept risks and dangers as a natural consequence of their struggle against corruption and injustice in public affairs. To these energetic people, Fidel Castro seemed to be the only hope for success and practically all Cubans placed their trust in the deceitful programs and plans emanating from the Sierra Maestra Mountains.22 Castro subtly and cleverly abused the energy and zeal of the Cuban people, by promising honesty, justice, and a return to democratic constitutional law.

Dean Suarez traces the perfidious promises of Castro, his lying deception to the Cuban people, and his ruthless enslavement or liquidation of opponents. This is a story that all Americans should know for their own protection. Communist aggression and subversion are disguised to look like a greatly desired peace, honesty in government, or betterment of social conditions, but soon becomes enslavement as the deluded Cuban people tragically found. Naturally, they resistedchurch, labor, professionals, farmers, students, and all walks of life. But it was already too late and the iron vise of the police state and his wide net of informers had already encircled the island.

The Cubans looked obviously to their long-time, close friends and allies for helpthey looked to the United States. By now most Cubans realized that knowingly or unknowingly officials of our State Department had given the final impetus to Castros drive to be a power; therefore, from the same source, they expected effective aid to regain their betrayed freedom.

The participation of the United States in the aborted invasion of Cuba, April 17, 1961 (Bay of Pigs), compounded the tragic betrayal of the Cuban people to the Communist World Conspiracy but it has also forced our government to sense present day Sovietized Cuba as a lethal military and subversive worldly threat. It likewise, engendered the moral obligation to rescue the Cuban people by whatever means necessary, since we permitted the enslavement of our friends, the Cuban people to the Sino-Soviets.23

It is to be hoped that this true story will be widely read and that it will help to counteract the highly divulged, false impressions about the Cuban people as propagandized in Listen Yankee, Sartre on Cuba, and Ninety Miles from Home and others of the same ilk.

Signed

(Rev.) John J. Kelly, OSA New York, New York

My Dad Remembers How It All Began

My dads memoir included stories of what it was like before Castros Revolutionand how Castro gained a foothold in the life of his family and of Cuba, his country.

The political rebellion against Batista was slowly turning into a so-called social Revolution. It had been said repeatedly by the leader of the Revolution that he had asked no one about his beliefs when joining him in the mountains to fight Batista. Unlike the days under Batista, beliefs no longer mattered; or so it was said. People would find that this Revolution was going a step further by telling people what to believe! They were told that Villanueva was a university for the spoiled rich to fill up the spare time of the idle sons of the Cuban wealthy.

The truth is quite different. For example, the parents of Villanueva University graduates in engineering were a butcher, a gas station employee, a post office employee, a teller at the city-traffic department, a widow with a monthly income of $90.00, and the son of a manager of a candy store. Of the six graduates from these parents, five had scholarships. In the School of Commerce and Finance, the largest school of the university, many of the students were so rich that they worked all day to pay their night school tuition. Villanueva offered more scholarships than any other institution. But the social projection had sufficiently fooled people to believe that the Catholic University of Villanueva was a rich mans country club. At the time, we were unable to tell the people that the new buildings represented the financial sacrifices of a great many private citizens.24

Villanueva Reopens

The University of Villanueva reopened for the second time in its history. Batista had also forced the university to close for a while. In accordance with the times, under new leadership, the university was going to participate in the Social Revolution. People of Havana here we come! Every one of us is going to become a landowner! This is the Revolution of the guajiro!25 According to the official propaganda, July 26, 1959, was going to be a memorable date. On that date thousands of peasants under their own free will, would move into the city of Havana as long as they had a straw hat26 and carried a machete.

Peasants in Havana

This concentration of peasants was needed for several reasons. First, to act as a large audience for the first anniversary of the Revolution, and secondly to stop the race for public positions since the government wanted to make it clear that the guajiros were the only ones deserving of attention and care. Those who had survived the underground movement and the exiles that had helped the Revolution from the outside were not to be considered in the new projection.27 The guajiros, of course, did not have the ability to fill up such posts, and they were not asking for them. This was also a psychological measure to counter any possible opposition on the part of the wealthy people of Havana.

Every citizen of Havana was officially asked to give room and board to the guajiros. Cubans, being so generous and hospitable, met the need gracefully and enthusiastically. Catholic Villanueva was ready to open the gates and the hearts of the students to our country brothers, as our exhortation read. But, we wanted to make sure that we received only the people from the country (meaning people from outside of Havana), and not just people from across the bay that had just bought a sombrero or a machete.28 Having worked with people in the country for twenty years, I knew their capabilities. I requested that they allow us to invite the peasants whom we knew from the sugar mills of Dolores and El Nela where I worked for so many years before I came to the University. But my request was officially rejected. All I could get was an assurance that we were to take people from Oriente Province, the cradle of the Revolution.29

On the night of their arrival, the students cars moved into the huge Havana railroad station. Things became so confused that we lost one of the doors of our car. We were assigned 125 men from San German, a small town in the northern part of Oriente Province. They had been traveling standing up for about forty-eight hours in a railroad car that was used to haul sugar cane into the mill. Although we had a fine dinner prepared for them, they were sound asleep before we had a chance to serve them. When they woke up, they wanted medicine for their eyes. A few had contracted a fever from standing in the rain and night air. There were so many of them I had to help my daughter, Teresa, administer penicillin shots.

After the guajiros had eaten a meal and freshened up, the students who had served them dinner took them to the university auditorium for some entertainment. It was interesting to watch the guitars passing from the hands of the students to the guajiros in friendly competition. It spoke well for Cuban culture and pointed out the fact that clear distinctions were not as significant as the apologists of the present regime would have us believe.

The next day, those who wanted to, attended an outdoor Mass celebrated by Bishop Boza Masvidal, the rector. After Mass we showed them around town. A group of thirty which refused to ride in cars, and for whom we had no horses, went out walking with me. I showed them the Cuban version of Beverly Hills, not far from the university. How beautiful, they said, just like in the movies about Hollywood! Why dont they make the movies here? I took them to see the house of Mr. Prez,30 formerly a gangster, now a leader of the Revolution who had taken over the house of the former Minister of Public Works. Lack of proper care had left most of the house in shambles. You see, doctor, the guajiros commented, this is what happens when we are given what we are not used to having.

We stopped for coffee at my home, which was quite large and beautiful. We were so proud of it; we used a picture of it in our Christmas cards. If you all want to have a house like this someday, I told them, you better make sure that they dont take it away from me. After working so hard to pay off the mortgage (which doesnt show in the Christmas card), it would be silly for you to have it only to lose it shortly yourself.

I had purposely taken the leader of the group with me. You are rather cold to our leader Fidel Castro, he said to me. Yes, I replied, I do not usually fall in love with men. I would rather have my children inherit ideas which survive unchanged with time.

Noticeably unmoved by my comment, he proceeded to say, You have talked enough to our men. I wonder if you would allow me to talk to your students.

Of course, I replied. I will see to it that you talk to them in the auditorium tonight.

That night, before the movie had started, I asked my students to pay close attention to a speech to be made by our guest. He said something like this: Jupiter had its golden era for about 2,000 years where physical strength was the predominant virtue. The Christian world, led by Christ, is about to end its 2,000 years of existence. Love has been its predominant virtue. Now we are about to enter a new era of Socialism led by Fidel Castro in which all men will be exactly equal! This was the essence of his speech, and I was anxious for my men to hear it. The Revolution had not forgotten to place an apostle among those ignorant peasants of our country. Did we have any? Had we failed in not providing for such apostles?

Bishop Boza Masvidal baptized twenty-five men after they had been sufficiently instructed in the Ten Commandments. Some of them could not be baptized because they did not know whether their wives would follow them into the church. As I finished the instructions to these humble people, I kept on thinkingdo we have a church with enough reach? Will seven hundred priests (including those in the religious order) be sufficient for seven million people?

These men, like thousands of others, stood for four hours in the hot sun listening to Fidel Castro. They were to go back home with the same thing they had come withpromises! But at least they had decided not to go back the same way they had come. They received from us the $700 needed to return home in a bus instead of climbing into the railroad cars.

We kept on receiving letters from them, except from their leader, for months thereafter.

Cuba, S! Russia, No!

In February 1959, I wrote a short article entitled Anti-ism and Patriotism, which was published by the Diario de la Marina. The purpose of this article was two-fold. First, to establish the fact that one did not have to be anti-Yankee31 in order to be a good Cuban. Before turning against anything, one must be certain of what he is for.

The second purpose of the article was to apply the magnificent teachings of the encyclical Divina Redemptoris to the Cubans. Pius XI32 attacks exaggerated nationalism. Here in Cuba the Communist tactic of wrapping countries into what is called a worlds proof package, in order to swallow them into their orbit without any outside interference, was becoming apparent. I concluded that this was the natural result of exaggerated nationalism, whether done by the Nazis or by the Communists.

My enemies did not read my article, but my friends did. They suggested that I should be more careful in my articles. There was a common slogan in Cuba at the time: Cuba, S!, Yankees, No!33 I referred to this slogan in my article. For the time being we had to accept the first part of it, Cuba, S!, despite its lack of clarity. It can convey that we have developed our own personality and that we did not have to change to be somebody. But the additional words: Yankees, No! could only mean isolation.

My next article, What Has Happened? Have We Lost Our Faith in Democracy? was not published. Perhaps it was better that way, since many thinking people had already lost their faith in democracy; as for the others, the famous slogan34 was more appropriate: There is a sucker born every minute.

The victorious soldiers (the rebeldes) that came down from the mountains were all wearing Rosary35 beads around their necks. Their leaders gave the Rosaries to them. Since they found them attractive, they wore them into Havana as Fidel Castros circus moved them into the city. In the Cabaa, the dreaded Havana prison, I took the time to question fifteen of them that were working at the prison. Fourteen did not know the meaning of the Rosary. The fifteenth knew but had never said it. But the leader knew that the regime was using this religious symbol to mislead everyone.

At the end of 1959, Anastas Mikoyan,36 a Soviet leader, came as an official guest of the Cuban government. Oddly enough, Mikoyan, the one man responsible for the most horrible crime committed against freedom in Hungary, publicly offered a bouquet of flowers to our Apostle of Freedom, Jos Mart.37 This great Cuban Apostle had once written: The Socialist ideology, as many others, had two dangersit produces foreign, confusing, and incomplete propaganda, and stirs the pride and madness of the ambitious, who in their efforts to raise their own status, pretend to improve the lot of the outcast. Mikoyans ceremonial rite infuriated many of the university students. Joined by some other young men from a Christian society, they placed another bouquet of flowers at the feet of Jos Mart to underscore the real meaning of freedom. The action was followed by a show of violence. Fists flew and shots were heard. Our boys ended up in jail, and a new slogan was born: Cuba, S! Russia, No!

None of this was a surprise to me. We had sent a professor after them to give them instructions as to how to take cover after they performed this civic act. When the rector of the university learned that the seven students were detained, he had declared that the university would close its doors as a sign of protest. I was quite surprised to hear from the leading students of the University of Havana that they were going to defend our students and do everything they could to have them released, since they were convinced they were doing this in good faith, although obviously a counter-revolutionary act. Actually, Mikoyan placed a wreath of flowers at the feet of our Apostle of Freedom to cause confusion on what the meaning of freedom would be in the future. This was not correctly to be labeled counter-revolutionary, but to reassert the true meaning of what freedom was.

Diario de la Marina, directed by a courageous young man, Jos I. Rivero, picked the slogan up: Cuba, S! Russia, No! In response, the government concentrated its attacks on Pepinillo, as they labeled him. Raul Castro threatened the Diario with the mobs, which failed to respond. Unquestionably, the Diario was a conservative paper, but Lincolns words, You cant fool all the people all of the time,38 were starting to work.

Diario de la Marina Newspaper

One day I approached a newsstand at 12th and 23rd Streets in the neighborhood of Vedado.39 A sign posted in front of the newsstand read, Please, dont ask anymore, we have run out of Diarios.

Yes, the owner said to me, you are right. In the other Revolution of 1932, (the real social Revolution40) one would have been ashamed to sell the Diario, but now the situation is quite the opposite. The reason we ran out so soon was that this was a busy corner where many people transferred buses. I walked away saying to myself, Yes, things have changed a great deal wealthy people do not travel in buses. In reality, it was the intended beneficiaries of the Revolution who were clamoring for real news on the street corner in Vedado.

Since the mobs did not react against the Diario, the government had to find another line of action, but the leaders were in disagreement over the most effective course to follow. Meanwhile, the Chinese Communists had arrived in Havana, and with them came the theory of Mao Tse Tung,41 the Road to Yenant.42 In China, like any other country in the world, there are always some disaffected people. Offer them what they have always longed for, and they will do anything for you. You can find these men in every walk of life. Unfortunately, they found enough of them working in the newspapers. That is how the coletilla (tagline) started. The coletilla (tale) was a new way of press censorship. Space was left after each article for the disaffected to express their opinion to the contrary of what was said. In due time, an article that did not have a long coletilla was not considered worth reading. But you cannot fool all of the Cubans, and hence they had to abandon the Road to Yenant and follow the Hungarian approach.43 This was bound to happen since people adopted the slogan: Cuba Si! RUSSIA, NO! Ultimately, the Diario was overtaken by the mob. Its owner was exiled and the freedom of the press was completely abolished. In all of this confusion, the real turn of events was becoming apparent.

White Handkerchiefs, Catholic Congress

The following story does not clearly state whose idea it was to organize a religious public event. It seemed like a turning point in public awareness. While the Archbishop is quoted as saying that it was not his idea, my interpretation is that someone else, or several others within the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, were advocating for this event.

I suppose that the idea behind this congress is to let our enemies count us. Having a Catholic Congress at this particular time is not my idea. Personally, I doubt if it can change the course of the Revolution now, thus, spoke the Archbishop of Havana, Evelio Daz,44 as he was talking to our university students a couple of months before this event was to take place.

At that time45 there was a great deal of speculation regarding Cubas political status. The political rebellion against the dictatorship, and for democracy, was fading away. The Constitution and the elections were not topics for conversation anymore. Our people realized that when a government was continuously discovering a counter-revolutionary movement in every corner and in every speech, a new dictatorship was on the rise. National holidays had passed by without any governmental recognition of the Cuban patriots. People felt a strange sensation of expectancy. Were we already facing the dictatorship of the proletariat (the working class with reference to Marxism)?

Nothing in Cuba is perhaps more proletarian than our beloved Cachita. Our Lady of Charity, affectionately known as Cachita, appeared to three workingmen as they were looking for salt in Nipes Bay46 in the eastern part of the island over four centuries ago. Our first flag was christened at the Virgins feet. Nothing in Cuba was a better reminder of our heroes who fought in the War of Independence.47 It seemed that only the Virgin of Charity could bring an end to the firing squads and reunite Cuban society by force of generositythe islands most characteristic virtue. For this reason, people wondered about the meaning of the coming of Cachita into Havana, for the first time in history, from the far-away eastern mountains (where Fidel had his hideaway while fighting Batista). Was it simply a religious procession or a political event of great significance?48

Rumors were being spread that the Archbishop of Oriente Province, Prez Serantes,49 would not allow the statue of the Virgin to be brought to Havana. But word came from Rome, where the Archbishop was visiting, that he would permit the procession provided every measure is taken to safeguard it from desecration or possible damage.

Yet another rumor began to circulate, namely, that the government would not allow it. The Plaza Cvica50 was the only place in the city capable of holding half-a-million people. The government was about to renovate the Plaza to efface the memory of Batista under whom it had been built. Also, they did not want such comparisons between the recent meeting of the guajiros and assemblies of Cuban Catholics.51 Cachita, they feared, would bring far more people into Havana than Fidel himself. This was to be avoided at any cost.52 Plans underwent innumerable revisions to suit the governments designs. They never openly opposed the meeting, but obstacles were there at every turn. For instance, the living cross, made up of men carrying candles and standing in the three main avenues leading to the Plaza Cvica, had to be abandoned. Three entire avenues filled with men were too much for Fidel. Only one avenue could be used. The final plan called for the people of 127 different parishes in Cuba to gather in various streets feeding this main avenue.

On the day of the event, a constant drizzle soaked the crowd as we marched in procession outdoors from six in the evening until one in the morning. Wealthy ladies with their fur coats and poor old ladies with their simple sweaters joined together to honor Cachita. Fifteen abreast, the procession moved down the ten-mile route, saying the Rosary or singing familiar songs in honor of the Blessed Virgin. The procession was arranged according to provinces. Very few watched the procession everybody joined it. It was such a dramatic expression of the Cuban peoples love of religion and of their tender affection for, and confidence in, their own Virgen de la Caridad!

We arrived at the ground Plaza Cvica early in the morning. There we waited for other provinces. Doves were trying to fly through the rain, while men and women were attempting to walk around the trucks that had been parked in the way by government officials in their effort to make things as uncomfortable and inconvenient as possible.

The monument to Jos Mart had a peculiar white splendor in such a dark night, but the altar, with its huge cross on it, was by far the center of everybodys eyes. We were asked to get closer and closer together to make room for the others, which we did with pleasure on such a chilly night. Then in the midst of such a magnificent demonstration of true Catholic spirit, a gigantic wave of white handkerchiefs swept the air as the Virgin Cachita, our beloved Patroness, was carried into view. No one present at that impressive moment will ever forget it! Tears came, but who could stop them?

Fidel Castro, with his remarkable sixth sense of knowing when to leave his hide-away, made his appearance. But his presence was not announced, and he remained unnoticed. No place had been assigned for him among the dignitaries since no one really expected him. A priest next to Castro commented that Fidels only worry was whether Communion was going to be distributed. Five hundred thousand forms had been consecrated for the occasion (the number of people anticipated). It would have been easy for him to count the number of those actually present by the amount of forms left. The number of people receiving Holy Communion would certainly show the Catholic spirit of fortitude and determination in the face of a dark, somber future under Marxism. Because of the rain and wind, the priests decided not to distribute Holy Communion at that moment. An announcement to this effect was made over the public-address system. Masses would be said continuously for sixteen hours while the image of the Blessed Mother was there. Right after the weather improved, Holy Communion would be distributed. This did not occur until six in the morning.

Some of our daughters were acting as nurses that night while others went to join the choir. (My daughter Teresa was a nursing student and knew how to take blood pressure readings and other basic nursing procedures. Lala also received training but did not have as much knowledge as Teresa, and she just helped under her sisters guidance.) We were concerned about reuniting the family in the midst of so many people. Well, we solved the problem quickly. We all got the idea of joining our son, George, who was at the altar in charge of the electric wiring. What a coincidence! Or was it a favor from the Blessed Mother?

The following day we had a summit attended by 30,000 persons in one of the citys baseball parks to acknowledge the conclusion of this Catholic Congress. The one conclusion that turned out to be most appealing to everyone was read by Dr. Lasaga:53Christianity? Yes! Communism, NO!

Meetings were held afterwards to see how the spirit of the congress was being applied throughout the island. We initiated an hour television program explaining Catholic doctrine. It wasnt long before Fidel noticed and suppressed it. He could not take the chance.

What did the white handkerchiefs mean? Newspapers kept on asking this question for many days. Was it simply a welcome sign of the crowds, or was it a sign of an alliance with heaven?
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Photo by George Suarez

Lalas two youngest brothers, Manny (Manuel Suarez) and Fred (Fernando Suarez), with their father, Manuel Suarez, shortly before the family left Cuba in 1960.

__________________

14. Agrupacin Catlica Universitaria (Catholic University Students Association), or ACU, was and remains a Catholic laymens association based on Marian and Ignatian devotions whose goal is to develop Catholic leaders in society. Founded in the late 1920s at Beln High School for graduates about to attend Havana University. Many of the students attending Villanueva and other universities were also members of the ACU. Led by Fr. Amando Llorente from Cuba, the ACU expanded worldwide, with its hub in Miami, where Fr. Llorente took up leadership after fleeing Cuba until his death in 2010.

15. Jos Mir Cardona (19021974), a leading voice of opposition to the Batista regime, encouraged students where he taught law at Havana University to support Castros Revolution. After briefly holding positions in the Castro government, Miro Cardona rejected Castros shift toward totalitarian rule and resigned, fleeing to the United States before the Bay of Pigs Invasion took place in April of 1961. This reference referred to the short period Miro Cardona served as Prime Minister of Cuba.

16. In 1946, the Augustinian order founded a private Catholic University in Havana and named it Universidad Catlica de Santo Toms de Villanueva (St. Thomas of Villanova Catholic University). Through this book, people refer to this university as Villanueva. In 1957, the university was granted a special status by the Vatican as a pontifical university, meaning that its rigorous course of study fulfilled requirements for priests and bishops. In 1961, Castro expelled the full Augustinian order from Cuba and confiscated the campus buildings.

17 The Communist regime also later expelled Bishop Boza from Cuba, immediately following the Bay of Pigs Invasion, when a great number of priests were deported from Cuba.

18 Members of religious orders in the Roman Catholic Church denote their affiliation by an acronym. OSA refers to the Order of Saint Augustine (Ordo Sancti Augustini).

19 The Diario de la Marina was, at that time, one of Cubas longest running and most widely read newspapers. After being ransacked, the newspaper closed in 1960, and its owner fled the country.

20 Excerpt from unpublished letter by Rev. John J. Kelly, OSA February 25 1962. New York.

21 Fr. Kelly is referring to my parents by their full names and to all of us children.

22. The Sierra Maestra Mountains are in the southeastern region of Cuba from where Fidel Castro, Ch Guevara, and their rebel forces launched their Revolution.

23. The Sino-Soviet split (1956 to 1966) was the disagreement of the Peoples Republic of China and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics caused by the differences in interpretation of Marxism and Leninism.

24 Kelly, Fr. John J, OSA, rector 19501959. The Catholic University of Havana, 19461961. Rodes Printing, Miami, Florida, 2004.

25 In Spanish guajiro means peasant.

26 This refers to straw hats made from small palm trees, translated from sombrero de yarey worn by sugar cane farmers, as well as the machete that was the way sugar cane farmers harvested their crop.

27 I believe my dad meant to be sarcastic indicating that Fidel Castro was choosing to give all the credit to the campesinos (farmers and peasants) and totally dismiss the many other Cubans who were not farmers, but had worked for the Revolution and with the purpose of defeating Batista.

28 This is reference to those Cubans who lived in the outskirts of Havana and joined the peasants. In Spanish, the text implies that they were not true farmers or countrymen that worked the soil.

29 This link to the Revolution will return, in a later chapter, when the decision was made to allow the statue of the Virgen de la Caridad to be taken to the event in Havana.

30. At the time of publication, no definitive identification of this individual has been made.

31 Anti-Yankee refers to anti-American

32 Pope Pius XIs encyclical methodically denounces the errors in Communist thought, contrasting its destructive nature with a society characterized by love, mutual respect, and constructive leadership.

33 Translated: Cuba, Yes! Americans, No!

34 Some say the slogan was made by Joseph Bessimer and others say that David Hannum came up with the slogan. Others say the slogan was used among early gamblers and by American showman P. T. Barnum in conjunction with his shows.

35 The Rosary is a prayer said using a standard set of beads to promote meditation on the life of Mary, the Mother of God, as a way to grow spiritually and seek divine assistance. One of Catholic Actions primary prayers would have been the Rosary, as would anyone who is devoted to La Virgen de la Caridad.

36 Anastas Mikoyan (18951978) participated in the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, holding very powerful positions in the Soviet government. In particular, he was considered second only to Nikita Khrushchev when, at the time of this story, Mikoyan was dispatched to Cuba several times to solidify the Soviet-Cuban connection as a part of Soviet international expansion. My dad also refers to Mikoyans trip to Hungary to assess the rebellion, after which Krushchev squelched the rebellion in a historic move of Soviet troops into Hungary.

37 Jos Mart Prez (18531895) is known as the Apostle of Cuban Independence, and his image is preserved in statues even now in Cuba. Killed in battle fighting for Cubas independence from Spain, he became a symbol of Cubas struggle for independence. Possibly, he can be considered the most outstanding leader in Cuban history during the 19th century.

38 The precise quotation from Abraham Lincoln is You can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people all the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time.

39 The Vedado area of Havana was a more modern area, which was considered a wealthier neighborhood but was, also, a hub of business activity and workers in service. Many different people would have been passing by this intersection and newspaper stand.

40 My dad was, I believe, referring to the armed overthrow in 1932, of Gerardo Machado (18711939), who brought into Cuba international investment and tourism. An army revolt removed Machado from power, reducing also the power of Communists who sided with him.

41 Mao Tse Tung, or more commonly now Mao Zedong (18931976) was a Chinese Communist who, after founding the Peoples Republic of China in 1949, remained its Chairman until he died. His international expansionism paralleled that of the Soviet Union, and he is most widely known in the West for purges and other state- sponsored programs that killed between forty- and seventy-million Chinese people.

42 Dad was referring to Mao Zedongs Long March (19341935) during which Mao purged the emerging Chinese Communist leadership of his opponents while building a force to drive the Chinese Nationalists across the sea to Taiwan.

43 My best understanding here is that, my dad first is referring to how Castro may have started to move against his opposition like Mao had done effectively purging opponents by nothing more than disgrace and attrition, but Castro could now be seen as moving toward a method of dealing with resistance like Hungary, which had become the most repressive nation within the Warsaw Pact. Having seen the Augustinians expelled from Cuba by this time, my dad would also have been aware that, in 1949, the leader of the Hungarian Catholic Church, Cardinal Jzsef Mind- szenty, was arrested and sentenced to life in prison for treason.

44 Evelio Daz Cia (19021984) was the Archbishop of Havana until he retired in 1970, assuming the title of Archbishop Emeritus.

45 Refers to the end of 1959.

46 Near the city of Holgun, in the Oriente Province.

47 The Cuban War of Independence (18951898) was the final war Cubans waged against Spain.

48 Our Lady of Charity is devotedly admired in Cuba. The story is that three Cubans who were in a boat at sea, were caught in a sudden, violent storm and they started to pray to the Blessed Virgin Mary to save their lives. The storm abruptly abated, the sea was calmed and sunshine returned. While still amazed, the men spied something floating at a distance which, when they pulled their boat nearby, turned out to be this little, weather-worn statue floating on a board on which was written, I am the Virgin of Charity. Venerated since that day, the little statue was moved to a basilica built in her honor in 1926.

49 Enrique Prez Serantes (18831968) was a leading force in Cuba. He was a friend of Castros father and had established a private classroom in a local Catholic school where Fidel and relatives, who had no baptismal records, could still be educated. Bishop Serantes was also popularly credited with having saved Castros life (and Ch Guevaras life) in 1953 when the rebels were arrested after attacking a military strongholdan attack that failed but is nevertheless considered the beginning of Castros Revolution. The bishop, who had once obtained the Batista governments pledge not to kill Castro, might have faced a personal dilemma over whether to send the revered statue of La Virgen de la Caridad to Havana. He would have known that, by permitting the statue to go to Havana for the first time in its history, there were some risks involved of some damage to the fragile statue.

50 La Plaza Cvica (Civic Plaza) is an enormous square in Havana. The memorial to Jos Mart is there. The Batista regime finished the grand square the same year Castro came to power.

51. To clarify, the meeting of the guajiros had taken place in the Plaza Cvica.

52 Implied here is the competition Fidel Castro felt with the Catholic Church in Cuba. And how he saw religion as the enemy of the Revolution.

53. Dr. Lasaga was one of the few lay speakers at the Catholic Congress that took place in Havana in November 1960. This is an indication of how well regarded he was and the fact that he was one of the most trusted Catholic leaders in Cuba. He was the Dean of the school of Psychology at the University of Villanueva. He had been an outstanding student at the University of Havana and upon his graduation he won a scholarship to study at Harvard University. Subsequently, he also studied at the University of Laval in Quebec. Upon his return to Havana, he became a psychotherapist. He was a published author and he had his own television program on Sundays. He was married to one of my aunts, Agueda (Lily) Demestre, who was my mothers cousin. All my life in Cuba he was a constant inspiration.





6. FIGHTING SPIRIT
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Catholic Congress to Honor Our Lady of Charity

My parents account continues. This is my dads writing about the time following the Catholic Congress to honor Cachita:

As Evelio Daz, Archbishop of Havana, had said when the 1959 Catholic Congress took place in Havana to honor Cachita, the Revolution was already well underway. All that was left, as an alternative force to Castro was the church, and the faith of the people as their situation dawned on them. Brave Cubans resisted in courageous ways. Castro, with the assistance of his international Communist sponsors, began to chip away at unity among the people and to ferment chaos and distrust.

Gradually, people began to realize they had been caught in a Marxist Revolution. The first round might have been lost, but the fight was still going on. Without a fight there could be no victory.

The workers were the first ones to wake up in the midst of the nightmare. There were two reasons for a sudden awakening. First, the government misunderstood the workers attitude toward the so-called social Revolution, and therefore the tactics employed in seizing their unions were the most drastic. Second, among the working class, the father was the undisputed head, particularly in the country districts.54 Moreover, the workers remembered enough about the real Revolution of 1932 to clearly distinguish Communism from social justice.

Several hundred-worker friends, who fled into the mountains, were caught and put in prison. Two weeks later, I tried to visit them at the San Severino prison in Havana. Their only concern was whether the other workers from the different unions and other members of the working class had fallen for Communism. Since one of the prisoners needed medical attention, I managed to have a doctor see him. When you see those prisoners, I told the doctor, tell them that you are my answer. When the doctor went to visit the prisoners, he was also made a prisoner (with the assumption that he was a friend of those who had rebelled).

Elsewhere, five hundred workers were fired from the Electrical Power Plant Union to clear the way for a Communist seizure. But this did not stop these workers from parading in front of the presidential palace to make their demands known. They had forgotten the humorous nickname cuchara55 penned on the so-called President of the Revolution. A spoon is incapable of cutting or pinching anything. The workers had also forgotten that the other cuchara (ex-President Urrutia56) was removed from the table because he dared to speak against Communism. The joke at the time wasa spoon fell from the table and Fidel asked for another.

For a while I did professional analysis of motor oil for the bus companies at my laboratory on my farm in the outskirts of Havana. There in the silence of my lab, the whole story about the fighting spirit of the bus workers was passed on to me. They preferred to lose their means of livelihood rather than bow their heads under this new tyranny. The interruption of bus services reached such proportions that the government had to enact a law forbidding any demonstrations by the workers. Violations of the law could mean facing the firing squad.

We also should not forget the comical parade of government bureaucrats leaving the capital every Friday afternoon to cut the sugar cane, which the country workers refused to cut. This was the best monument ever erected to the resistance of the working class to such tyranny. One of the strategies used by the Castro regime was to recruit the government employees and take them to the countryside with the purpose of having them participate in the harvest of sugar cane. However, this was not successful and the government encountered great resistance.

Even the farm workers who lived near the sugar mills were not receptive to the idea of helping to cut the sugar cane. For the first time in Cuban history, the guajiro was not particularly interested in helping with the harvest. One day I asked a government inspector in charge of overseeing the cutting of the sugar cane to give me the reason for this. He said, These men listen too much to Radio Swan.57 They expect the Americans to come any minute now, and so Cuba will recover its sugar quota and good prices. They feel any cane cut now will be worth much more in the near future.

There was some truth to this. They listened faithfully to Radio Swan. Many Cubans were expecting their big brother Uncle Sam to help them fight the Russian Bear. All this is true, but we must not forget that these farmers were giving up their zafra58 as time went by.

For the Son to Be Born Tomorrow

Mothers in Cuba rejoiced that the lives of their children seemed to be no longer in danger. With the success of the Revolution, it was anticipated that life would become normal for everyone. One of them was my wife. But by then, as she found herself pregnant, her feelings had changed even to the point of concern over her unborn child and the sense that things had not improved. To what sort of world was he coming into or would he be taken to? Perhaps this thought inspired the words of a new battle hymn, which, although sung undercover, penetrated into many Cuban hearts:

por el hijito que nazca maana.59

Demonstration at the Havana Cathedral

On September 8th, we celebrated another anniversary of the mother of all Cubans: the feast of our Lady of Charity. This time, this type of activity also conveyed a message of concern of the governments negative attitude toward the church. Approximately 8,000 people gathered in and around the Cathedral of Havana. Bishop Boza Masvidal was celebrating a solemn high Mass in honor of the Blessed Mother.

Once again white handkerchiefs went into the air, imploring heavens assistance in this time of confusion. After Mass was over, once again cries were heard of Cuba Si!, Russia, No! Everyone prepared to make sacrifices for Cuba to save it from the deadly hug of the Russian Bear.

The Russian Bear was watching and the government had already planned a strategy to disrupt the celebration. They planted some parking attendants who had instructions to agitate the crowds. Circulating among the demonstrators, they stirred up the people with cries of esbirros.60This agitation and provocation resulted in more violence that gave the police an excuse to try to dissolve the multitude and to take many of our young men into the G-2. Needless to say, none of the young parking attendants were arrested.

Second Demonstration at Jess de Miramar Church

Community mothers had decided not to cut their alliance with heaven, and so a few days later they gathered in Jess de Miramar, one of the largest suburban churches, to hear a Mass said by Archbishop Evelio Daz of Havana. And, again, the handkerchiefs appeared with the same cry, Cuba, Si'!, Russia No!

Since it was the beginning of the weekend and early in the morning, those attending were mostly women and very few men were coming to the church. This moved the militiamen to be more controlling and to ask the ladies to change their chant to Cuba Si!, Yankees No! But this only made things worse, and the ladies shouted Russia No! all the louder.

The militiamen began shooting at the crowd that had gathered outside of the church. They took cover inside the church. My wife and I were just arriving to attend the Mass, when our fifteenth child, soon to be born, jumped in his mothers womb perhaps for the last time. This shooting barely missed our daughter Margarita. As we thanked the Lord for having saved her, we also thought of the good deeds that she had done throughout the years by helping a Jesuit priest in India. Perhaps Fr. Ramonell, the Jesuit missionary who had received so much help from her, both spiritually and financially, had interceded for her life at that moment. At least that is what we thought as we saw her emerge from the crowd alive and safe.

A friend of ours was driving by and he jumped from his car and helped the frightened women get home, including my wife. I was able to get to my car later and headed home. But, some of our young men who had come from the University of Villanueva, not far away from the church, were arrested at the scene.

We did not know exactly if there had been some other incidents that had contributed to arousing the crowds. But, one of the stories we heard at the time was something humorous. In those days, the government had a lady by the name of Lula Hoffman playing the role of a good Catholic. Her idea was to have the church at the service of the Revolution. No one, of course, remembers her Catholic past. I remember well that she protested against anyone shouting in church. She would make it a point to place herself next to the person who was shouting Cuba Si!, Russia No! Then she proceeded to yell even louder and say the opposite to whatever the demonstrator was saying. And she, herself, started to shout her own tune, which of course not only contradicted whatever was being said, but she added some compliments and praise of the ideas of the Revolution. On one of these occasions, one of the women around her became upset and decided to take some measures to stop her. She stuck her with a hatpin in a place where future sitting would be difficult. Lula was to reappear again at other demonstrations, but she no longer did any shouting.

Even when this incident appeared to have a funny outcome, it demonstrated how the government was determined to control the citizens and move toward a Communist dictatorship.

Mass for Those Being Executed, Militiamen Surround the Church

One sad dayof which there were manytwo students from the University of Havana faced the firing squad. The radiant happiness of the Cuban people was fading, but they held onto their Christian faith. The students at Villanueva decided to have a Mass for the recently executed at the University chapel next to the Villanueva campus. This was the least they could do for their fallen comrades.

But the Revolution decided that those who died before the firing squad could not go to heaven, and they disliked the idea of having a Mass said for such an intention. And, again, Lula Hoffman appeared, together with some fifteen other students, to agitate the congregation inside the church. They had forgotten that Villanueva was a coed university. Because of this, or because she recalled what had happened to her before, she did nothing inside the chapel. The intimidation took place outside of the church. We counted the military trucks as they arrived. They had us surrounded by 2,000 militiamen who were armed with all kinds of weapons, including blackjacks (leather billy clubs).

When these militiamen realized that we were going through with the religious services regardless, they began shouting, Paredn! Paredn! 61We started to pray with increased devotion unknown before to us. As we had to do it behind closed doors, we could not help remembering the first Christians in the catacombs. After we finished, we surprised them by opening the front door and going out together very close to each other, with our faith as our only weapon. They made way for us, and, although the militiamen in the back continued to shout insults, those in the front kept silent as we walked by.

Not everyone went home. Thirty or forty students remained behind to protect the alma mater. As the night approached some of them started to go home, and they were beaten and taken to the G-2 police headquarters. Twice the mobs tried to force open the main doors of the priests residence and continued to harass them, but they were not successful. I do not know if it was because we prayed or because of the barricade erected behind the door by the Friars. Ultimately, the mobs did not gain entrance. Some friends started the rumor among the mobs that the students were getting organized in a nearby church. It might have been true, for all I know. Suddenly, the mobs started running down Fifth Avenue like mad dogs chasing their prey. Peace and quiet returned to the campus once again, and we took the opportunity to take the students back to their homes under the darkness of night.

Other Acts of Intimidation

Any time there was a gathering inside the church, the militiamen made it a point to show up and harass the attendants. In the parish church of Marianao, the aggression became stronger, and they beat those in attendance, including the priests. Another time there was a meeting of the Catholic Action Group held in the LaSalle College in the Vedado neighborhood. This time, those present were held as prisoners for one whole night, including the hierarchy. Here and there the same episode repeated itself week after week. Our people kept on expressing their sentiments from their final trench, the church.

My Son Goes to Heaven

One morning I kissed the pallid cheeks of our fifteenth child who had died shortly after birth. How could I tell my wife? With tears in my eyes I recalled the words of that hymn about our concern for the children to be born tomorrow: Oh, my God! I sighed. It hurts. I have never known so much grief And, as I looked down on my child, it was somewhat a relief to think that no one could take him to Russia because God had taken him to heaven.62
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Suarez Family Photo

Suarez family photo in Cuba. Before the last three siblings were born, the family posed for this picture in Havana. From left to right, Lourdes, George, Teresa, Lala, Marguy, Ely, Mane, Rosie, Xavier, Charles, and Mel, circa 1954.
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Suarez Family Photo

Manuel and Eloisa Suarez, Lalas parents, stand in front of the famous Eiffel Tower in Paris, France. After all of the children had left home, the couple enjoyed a vacation in Europe, circa 1990.
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__________________

54. I take this to mean my father believed the Castro government was trying to supplant the fathers role as leader of a family, or the family as the source of direction and formation and instead assign that role to the government.

55 Cuchara, in English means spoon.

56 In this comment, my dad was making fun of the current Cuban President, implying he was a pawn of Castro. He also mentioned the prior and first President of Castros government, Manuel Urrutia Lle (19011981), who was a Cuban politician opposed to both Machado and Batista. After a falling out with Castro, he emigrated to the United States.

57 Radio Swan was a clandestine radio broadcast operated by the Central Intelligence Agency from Sam Island, a small island in the Gulf of Mexico. It broadcast in Spanish into Cuba as opposition to Castro. When the Bay of Pigs Invasion failed, Radio Swan changed its name to Radio de las Americas. And it continued to operate until May 1968.

58 Zafra refers to the time when the sugar cane is processed and turned into sugar. It is a limited window of time for harvest and a very important time for everyone in the sugar cane industry.

59. Translated, For the son to be born tomorrow.

60. Connotation: Servants of Batistas tyranny.

61. Translated: To the wall! To the wall!

62. In this story, my dad says two different things. At the beginning he says that the baby jumped inside his mothers womb and implies that the baby died at that moment. Yet, at the end of the chapter, he says that the baby was born alive and died immediately after. This obviously is not consistent. However, I am not changing the story because it reflects his feelings as he wrote it. My memory of this incident is that the baby died at birth. I was at the hospital, and I heard the doctor say that the delivery was a case of placenta previa, where the placenta comes out before the baby is born, resulting in the death of the baby. So, it is possible that the baby had been already dead, and my dad kissed him thinking the baby had just died. We probably will never know. Yet, because this was the way my dad wrote the story in his book, I have chosen to keep the story just as he wrote it, but calling attention to the lack of clarity as to what exactly happened.





7. CAPTIVE AT BELN SCHOOL
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Lalas Older Brother, Child Number 2
Editors Note: In this chapter George Suarez narrates his experience.

Introduction

In 1961, while a seminarian, I spent time at Beln High School.63I was also a teacher at the school. There were three different situations in 1961, the year that produced the Bay of Pigs Invasion. The first scene is at the beginning of the year around January 6th, three months before the April 17th invasion. Fidel created a rumor throughout the island that the invasion was happening that day in January. He mobilized the military throughout the country, and they occupied Beln High School, which was a Catholic High School that belongs to the Jesuits. The military deemed the school important due to its close proximity (approximately one mile) to an important military airport in Havana, named Columbia.

Fidel in Front of Beln

On January 6, 1961, Fidel mobilized all of the troops, and, on that day, about 200 militiamen entered the school and stayed there for a few days. Fidel came to the school but he never entered.

The school only had one small entrance in front. He stopped in front of the building in his car around 2 p.m. It was a Sunday, and most of the Jesuits were resting, except for me. I was in the lobby of the school and a man named Rosendo, who was well known by everyone in the school, was also there. He was an older man who was in charge of the switchboard. I was talking with him when a young man came running and shouting, The horse is over there, the horse is over there! I thought he was talking about a real horse. I looked through the window and I didnt see any horse running. No, it was actually Fidel Castro right there in the front of the school. I walked outside, and I saw a jeep parked there. I walked over to the car and saw Fidel sitting in the passenger seat with a Thompson machine gun laying across his lap.

At the time I was a seminarian studying to be a Jesuit. I was a teacher at the school and was dressed in a cassock (robe worn by the clergy) as if I was already a priest. I approached him and asked if he wanted something, if he wanted to walk through the school, or if he wanted to talk with somebody. He said, No. I told him, If you want, I can wake up the director of the school, Father Campo, and tell him that you are here. And he said, with a type of listlessness, No, Im not interested in talking with anyone.

It is important to note that when Fidel entered Havana on January 8, 1959, he rode in a tank in front of the school on the street named Columbia. They stopped the tank and brought him the school flag. He kissed it, and said, I will return. I know that throughout 1959 and in 1960, he had not returned to Beln. This time he came in January of 1961, and he did not want to go inside. It wasnt until a month after the invasion, once he had kicked out all the priests from the school and knew they were no longer there, that he fulfilled his promise and went inside.

Anti-aircraft Guns on Belns Roof

The second scene, which is the Bay of Pigs Invasion, lasted approximately five days and failed.

I dont know at which moment Castros militia put two anti-aircraft machine guns with four mouths, on the rooftop of the school. They were enormous machine guns made to bring down planes. It happened that I saw them operating at 6 a.m. I believe that was the day before the formal invasion. The bombing of the airport was planned to prevent the Cuban Air Force from being able to attack the invaders. The invaders were part of a brigade that came from Nicaragua, some by boat and others by military planes, to attack Fidels planes on land, with the goal of catching them by surprise.64

At 6 a.m., I saw the machine guns shooting in the direction of the military fortress Columbia, an aviation military camp. We went to the roof of the school via a small staircase, and, when we opened the door to the roof, we saw the backs of the militiamen as they were shooting the machine guns. These guns were similar to the machine guns placed in the area of the malecn65 in Havana. The last bullet out of four fired was a tracer bullet, and it was illuminated in a way that you could see the direction in which the bullets were headed. I remember the rooftop being filled with empty bullet casings.

For many years I had been a Beln boarding school student, and I could always hear the military airplanes flying over the school. Not only did they go over the school, but also flew very close to the roof. We suspect the reason for using Beln as the place to install the anti-aircraft machine guns was its proximity to the military base. And, also the fact that this was the tallest building in the area. It was an ideal location to defend the military installation of Columbia, which was the biggest base in all of Cuba.

If the Invasion Succeeds, We Will Kill You

The land and sea invasion began on Monday morning, April 17th. They arrested us at 8 a.m. This included all the priests, Jesuits, and seminarians that were there. In total, we were about thirty. They took us to the lobby of the school, sat us there, and threatened us with their weapons. Meanwhile, some began to search the school. As we waited while they searched for hours, they told us that if the invasion was successful they would kill us all.

Because the school was enormous, the director of the school, Fr. Calvo, decided to cooperate with the search. There were so many rooms and floors; they assigned approximately five Jesuits each to a different floor with the needed keys. After four hours had passed, they found nothing. Thank God! It is true that during those months between 1959 and 1960, we would occasionally hide a few of the young guys there who were engaged in the counter-revolution. But thank God no one was hiding there at that moment. If they had been found during the search, they would have been arrested.

I believe the invasion failed on the third day, but we did not receive the information in real-time, so we were there, waiting, for maybe four or five days. During those days, they took us to eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner at gunpoint, with the guns pointing at us as if we were prisoners. Actually, we were! It was interesting that they moved us around like we were hostages.

Once we knew that the invasion had failed, thank God, our captors left the school. More or less one month later, they kicked us out of the school and out of the country, too.66;67

Saying Goodbye to Cuba

The other event that was very difficult for me was the moment I left Cuba on a boat. Unfortunately, it left by the bay, in front of the fortresses of El Morro y La Cabaa.68 These were fortresses that had been there since the 1600s. There in front of me, in La Cabaa, my father was being held as a prisoner.

When they arrested us in Beln one day during the invasion, I had called my house that morning and was told, They just arrested your father, Manuel Suarez Carreo. They also arrested two uncles, one aunt, three of your sisters, and teenagers. Your mom is under house arrest; it looks like they didnt take her because there were still so many children in the house, and many were crying. I was told that several militiamen stayed in the house to guard my mother and the children. About three of them slept on the kitchen floor and remained in the house for the duration of the invasion. During that time, anyone who knocked on the door was taken to prison.

The reason why they took people to prison was because my dad, being the Dean of Engineering at Villanueva University, was a founder of the Christian Democratic Party,69 and he had many followers. Furthermore, he was a well-known Catholic leader, and the official government magazine had labeled him as the gray eminence of the Catholic Cuba.70

Difficult Decision

Should I abandon my family? Leaving in the boat had been such a difficult decision for me. My superiors ordered me to leave Cuba, but I thought that I had a responsibility to stay in Cuba and help my father and my sisters who were in jail. At that point, I found myself torn between two duties, on the one side my vocation as a Jesuit seminarian, and, on the other, my responsibility to help my family members who were in prison and my mom who was under house arrest. I even thought of the possibility of leaving the seminary since I didnt see any other solution. At the bottom of my heart, I wanted to do something for my country. There were three different responsibilities, responsibility to my family, responsibility to my vocation, and responsibility to my country. I was torn and unsure how to decide, but then my father sent me a message from jail assuring me that the most important thing we could do, all of us, was leave Cuba as soon as possible, because, then, it would not be as hard for him to leave to join us in the United States.

With that, I knew what to do. I decided to go. I complied with the orders I had been given.

My Accordion

After the invasion failed and we had been arrested and released, I left Beln in the month of May, and my superiors sent me to Santo Domingo to start a school. There, a fellow seminarian and I founded Loyola. As we were leaving Beln, the Castro militia didnt let us take any books, any suitcases, or even an accordion that I had.

At the entrance of the Beln school there was a showcase that had a photo of the basketball team that included my father, Manuel Suarez Carreo, and my uncle, Patricio Suarez Carreo. They had played in Tampa in 1928 and won. The basketball from the game was displayed in the showcase, together with the photo. I tried to take the basketball, but they wouldnt let me. I also tried to take with me my brigadier medal from 1955, which was also in the showcase. In the end, I was able to take the photo only because I slipped it in my bag without them noticing, and I have it at home many years later. However, I did not succeed with the accordion.

I went to see Professor Gallardo, who had been a teacher at Beln for many years. He was a bitter man that officials had placed as the temporary administrator of the school. They had him dressed in military fatigues with a pistol attached to his belt. He was the first to manage the school [under the regime]. So, I went to see Professor Gallardo and asked him, How is it possible that I cant take my own accordion to my house? It was the last straw. He was a friend of mine, and he ended up giving me permission to take it. They put a stamp on it acting as his signature providing permission to take the accordion with me. It was the only thing that I could take from the school and bring to Miami.

Passing My Fathers Prison

With my few belongings, I embarked on the sea journey, leaving Cuba while my family was still imprisoned or in danger. As I passed in front of La Cabaa Fortress, I thought, There, at 6 p.m., as the sun is setting, my father is there as a prisoner. And further out, I thought again, In another place not too far, are my sisters being held as prisoners. That was an extremely difficult moment for me.

When we were just one mile from Havana, the police stopped our boat and they searched it. That was another difficult moment, because there were people hiding in the boat. It was a cargo boat. Finally, at around 7 p.m., they gave us permission to leave and continue en route to Miami, and in this specific case to West Palm Beach. It was 9 p.m. as the island of Cuba started to disappear, the city lights were illuminated, and the shoreline disappeared little by little. It looked as though the lights were being turned off and the night was overtaking the country. At that point, I came across one of the girlfriends of my classmate at Beln. We prayed the Rosary while we watched the lights of Havana disappear. I was dressed in my long cassock.

People Coming Out of Hiding

It was then that people started to leave their hiding places in different parts of the boat. It was interesting, because we all stood against the railing and watched the lights of Havana become specs on the horizon. It was an interesting psychological moment, because, at first, no one dared to talk. And, then, gradually, people would start to say their names and ask, Who are you? Where are you from? Why are you here?

As the lights of Havana continued to go out and we were about fourteen to fifteen miles from the island of Cuba, people became more vocal. They started to lose their fear of talking, and in just half-an-hour more they started saying all kinds of bad words about Fidel Castro. But it took time. People gradually lost their fear of Fidel, as if handcuffs were coming off. Once the lights of Havana disappeared, they yelled, Coo carajo,71 and their voices became louder and louder. It was quite a scene.

My Family is Free

From Miami, I wrote letters to my mother in Cuba. I didnt dare ask if my father had left prison, so I used a type of code and I asked, Was the mans bicycle finally fixed? To ask if my sisters had left prison, I wrote, Were the womens bicycles fixed?

It was a very happy day and a very big day for me, when I learned that my father had left prison and my sisters had also been released a few months later. That is the story of my departure from Cuba in 1961, after the Bay of Pigs Invasion.

Santo Domingo

From Miami, I received my assignment from my superiors to go to Santo Domingo, in the Dominican Republic, with another seminarian, Chicho Descamps. We were put in charge of founding a school. We opened its doors in September, with twenty-five students. The dictator, Trujillo,72 had been removed just two months before. After we opened the school, there was a very tense situation with the Communists who wanted to burn the schools. They closed our doors and wanted to hold a general strike. We had to prepare to defend the school because, if we did not defend it, the Communists were going to burn it. That was yet another tough situation.
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Photo Courtesy of Belen Jesuit Preparatory School

This is an aerial view of the Beln Catholic School in Havana, Cuba. The school is also known as Jesuit Preparatory in 1925. From this rooftop, George Suarez watched militiamen shooting at airplanes equipped with anti-aircraft guns. The airplanes were bombarding the Columbia airport in preparation for the Bay of Pigs Invasion, that was about to take place.

Editors note: The Belen school in the U.S. does not have the diacritical above the second e as does the school located in Cuba.

A special thanks to Father Guillermo Garcia-Tunon for allowing us to use the photos of Beln Catholic School in Havana, Cuba.
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Photo Courtesy of Belen Jesuit Preparatory School

This is an interior view of the Beln Catholic School Chapel in 1925. Three generations of the Suarez family members prayed in this chapel over a period that lasted more then seventy-five years.
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Photo Courtesy of Belen Jesuit Preparatory School

Lalas brother, George, was a member of the Beln Schools basketball team. He is seen here doing an impressive jump, circa 1953.
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Suarez Family Photo

At left: George Suarez with best friend Enrique, both about sixteen-years-old, at the Dolores Sugar Mill, Cuba, in 1953.
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Photo by Lala Suarez Mooney

Below: An emotional reunion after fifty years separated by the Castro regime, George Suarez embraces his high school friend, Enrique, when George visited Cuba in 2002.
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Suarez Family Photo

Lourdes and George Suarez, Lalas two oldest siblings, prior to their entering religious life in Havana, Cuba, in 1953.
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Photo by George Suarez

Patricio Suarez Jr., (Patricito) rescued his father from prison in Cuba in 1966. One of the extremely few cases known, he rented a yacht, sailed to Cuba and negotiated with the Cuban government to accept a ranson to free his Dad, Patricio Suarez, Sr. It was incredible, unprecedented, and a total miracle.
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Family Photo Courtesy of George Suarez
 
Lalas brother, George Suarez and wife Gina in Miami, Florida, circa 2010.

__________________

63. Beln, (translated to Bethlehem in English) was actually a school named Colegio de Beln. It was open since the mid-1800s in Havana, and eventually becoming a Jesuit-run school for boys. After 1961, when Castro expelled the Jesuits and confiscated the property, the school was reopened as a government run institution. It was later moved to Miami in the United States.

64 Point of clarity: The airplanes flying over the Columbia airport were antiCastro fighters who, anticipating the imminent arrival of the U.S.-backed invaders, were attempting to disable Castros air power.

65 The malecn in Havana is a waterfront seawall with a wide sidewalk next to it where people can walk easily. It was and is very popular. People go there often, meet with friends, and in a way it functions as a public park.

66. On May 3rd, 1961, a government representative, Mr. Julio Antonio Bauta, presented himself at the school and informed the Jesuit priests that from that point on the school was to become the property of the government, and that they were to evacuate the school immediately. Subsequently, the school reopened as a government run institution.

67. Saez, Jos Luis. Breve historia del Colegio de Beln: 18541961. Translates to: Brief History of the College of Beln (Bethlehem). Publisher: Jesuit Preparatory School, 2002.

68. Refers to how El Morro, the ancient precursor, and La Cabaa structures stood nearly side-by-side overlooking Havana Harbor.

69 The Christian Democratic Party of Cuba (Partido Democrata Cristiano) was founded in 1959 in Havana as a centrist movement whose principles aligned best with a Christian democracy and Christian humanism.
 
70 Here, gray refers to the gray matter of the brain, and to my dads intellectual leadership among Catholics and all Cubans.

71 Referring to Fidel Castro as a son of a bitch.
 
72 Rafael Trujillo (18911961), known as El Jefe, held power for over thirty years during what is considered one of the bloodiest eras of history in the Western hemisphere.





8. PATRICIO SUAREZ IS RESCUED FROM A CUBAN PRISON
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The Most Incredible Rescue

Editors Note: In this section Lala interviews her cousin, Joe Suarez, who narrates the story of his dads rescue.

Uncle Patrick is free! Uncle Patrick is free! My dad yelled while standing in the entrance of the kitchen with the phone up to his ear.

We all gathered at the kitchen table as Dad repeated what he had heard over the phone. His son, Patricio, rented a boat and rescued him from Cuba. My dad added. He is in the U.S. now! The boat was impounded. We were all crying and jumping for joy at the same time. We never anticipated that he was going to be freed. We were resigned, with heavy hearts, to the thought that Uncle Patricio would die in prison.

Patricios rescue was incredible and unprecedented. It was a complete miracle. Even now, as we look back fifty years later, it still seems impossible. No one knows of another rescue of one individual by a family member who took a boat to Cuba. This is how it happened.

My fathers brother, Patricio Suarez, had been arrested in 1960, a year before we were imprisoned. He was arrested and accused of counter-revolutionary activities. While my father was an intellectual who spoke against the oppressive actions of the government, Patricio was accused of serious activities against the government. He was tried, convicted, and condemned to thirty years in prison.

His son and namesake, Patricito, rescued him. He was my cousin, and Patricito was an affectionate alternative to Patricio. At a family reunion in Miami, many years later, Partricito retold his story about rescuing his father. A tall man, young then, with blonde hair and blue eyes, Patricito spoke softly and humbly. There was no bragging in the way he talked. He knew the risks, and he was happy to have freed his dad, and to come out of this adventure alive.

As we listened to him tell the story, we were mesmerized, and full of questions. How did he negotiate his dads freedom? How did Castros militia react? But in general, even when a couple of years had passed, we realized that Patricito had to be very careful about revealing any names or details, for still there was great fear of disclosing something that could hurt the people who helped with the rescuepeople who remained in Cuba.

Patricito and his family did know more than they could share for many years. As I write this book, my Uncle Patricio and my cousin Patricito are no longer with us. Patricito went to heaven just a few years ago. But, Patricitos younger brother, Joe, retold the events as he remembered them as a young boy. Joe was brought to the United States when he was just five years old. His father was rescued when Joe was eleven. As I began to collect stories of our family, Joe told me what he remembered and what he had heard from other members of the family. This is Joes story.

The Rescue

Editors Note: In this section Lalas cousin, Joey, narrates his experience.

Five to six years after arriving to the U.S., my brother Patricito, who exhibited an incredible bravery, got himself into a small boat (una lancha) and with this shitty little boatwhich was loaned to himhe took off from Key West and headed toward Havana.

He took an incredible risk just crossing the sea. To cross the Florida Straits was a dangerous endeavor more than most people realized. It involved navigating the Gulf Stream where two large bodies of water join. At any time, the air and water currents can become quite violent and dangerous. After five decades of estrangement between the United States and Cuba, we have so many Cubans on the ocean floor. There are, of course, additional factors that contribute to the death of many Cubans in the sea. They come in homemade rafts, without instruments, food, or even water. It is a real act of desperation.

Yet, my brother made it across safely. Once there he tried to negotiate with Fidels people so that they would let Dad go free.73 We offered them the one thing that all of Fidels people and the Communists understoodAmerican dollars! They responded, No! They turned down Patricitos offer. So, with sadness, my brother returned. When he arrived at Key West, the Coast Guard impounded the boat because that type of travel was not allowed.

After approximately a year had passed, my brother did the same thing again, and carried out a second trip in an attempt to free my dad from prison. This time he succeeded because we offered them more money, and the economic situation of the country had deteriorated more.

Patricito told us that he was arrested when he pulled up in the boat: As soon as I docked, he said, they arrested me and put me in jail. I had to do a lot of explaining to get them to believe my story. But they did.

Patricito was forced to wait several days for the outcome of his offer. During that time, he distributed some trinkets that he had brought with him. Simple things like pens and other objects. He specifically mentioned bringing a great number of wristwatches. The guards and local militiamen were very appreciative, he told us. It was incredible to see how much these small gifts meant to them. It was a reflection of how much they were suffering with the deterioration of the Cuban economy.

Negotiations went back and forth, but after several days Patricito succeeded. The authorities told him to go to the shore where his boat had docked at Varadero Beach in Matanzas. There he saw a Jeep coming down the road. When the car door opened, he saw my dad step forward. Patricitos heart was racing as he embraced our dad. He said it was a moment he would never forget.

Then came a pivotal moment. Patricito showed our dad the little boat and said, Lets go. My dad asked, Where is the captain? Patricito replied, There is no boat captain. Im it. Dad was incredulous. You dont know anything about boats, Dad said, I think Id rather go back to prison. Dad looked toward the empty road where the Jeep had just left. There was no other choice. Additionally, the weather was not good for sailing and the waves were very high and strong. But eventually, both of them, my brother and my dad, climbed into the boat and sailed to the United States. My dad was a free man!

Is He Really My Dad?

They did not tell me anything about my dads release until the moment I saw him enter the front door of our house in Miami. When he walked in, I could not recognize him. Six years had passed since I last saw him, and I did not remember him clearly. I needed to convince myself that it was my dad. I had a memory of being inside a car with him in Cuba. I was a toddler in the back seat, and he was driving the car. I noticed a birthmark on the back of his neck. Now, to be sure this was my dad, I walked around him to find the birthmark. Then I squared away.

Lala said, Recounting this moment of recognition, Joe was overcome with happiness and enthusiasm. Years had passed, but his upbeat voice conveyed the mix of joy and amazement he felt when he confirmed that this strange man, who had just come into the house, was indeed his father. Joes admiration for his older brother, Patricito, is evident as the story continued.

Even I had a hard time believing this could happen, that my dad could somehow escape Cuba, but this is a true story. You cant make this stuff up! From the age of five until I was twelve-and-a-half I had not seen my dad. How on earth was I going to know that this was in fact my father?

The newspapers in the United States covered my dads rescue with just a few words. Fidel was quoted as saying in a speech We have allowed Patricio Suarez to go free for two reasons. One, because he is old and sick and two, because he has a son who is very brave. I did not save the newspaper myself, but this is what I remember.

And that was typical of my brother, Patricito. He was very brave. And even beyond brave, he would take the shirt off his back, as well as his undershirt, to give to anyone in need. Especially, if he thought that the other person needed it more than he did.

Editors Note: This section changes back to Lalas experience.

Some family members have shared with me additional details that were published regarding Castros decision to free my Uncle Patricio. In talking to my brother George Suarez, he added the following: On that same week, Castro was conducting a gathering called, La Tricontinental, which was a reunion of underdeveloped countries. In a public speech he stated that he had freed a prisoner, Patricio Suarez, as a gesture of generosity. Castro never mentioned the fact that a ransom had been paid for the prisoners freedom.

The Ransom

As we continued to talk, I asked Joe the logical question, So how much money did your sister pay to get your dad free?

Only two people know the exact amount of money that was given to the Cuban government, Joe replied, and both of them are in heaven.74 My sister Cristina, whose husband had died in a plane crash in Brazil, put forth the money. And she used part of the life insurance money for this purpose.

Joe continued, Cristinas husband was a very bright man. He had graduated from the Wharton School of Business and was the captain of the swimming team at the University of Pennsylvania. He was also Cuban. His plane ticket originally was issued by TWA, but he changed plans and flew on a Braziler 62. The plane crash left her a widow with three children. And what on Gods earth was she going to do? She was so far away by herself?

Cristina was living in Minnesota when her husband died, so she moved to Miami. Joe said, My mom, my sister Lillian, and I moved there, from New York, so that we could help Cristina with her three children. Meanwhile, there was Patricito with his determination to rescue our dad.

As I listened to his story, Joes emotions traveled to highs and lows. I could sense in his careful and solemn tone speaking of Cristinas loss that he felt the tragedy in the death of one person. Cristinas husband, contributed to the freedom of Cristinas father. I could see what an enormous tragedy this loss had been for his whole family; all while his father was still in prison in Cuba. The pain each suffered they were carrying as a family, and being older, now, with a family of my own, I became even more aware how the depth of their pain and suffering was very great and shared among them all.

As for the ransom money, we will probably never know the exact amount and for the purposes of this book, we will not elaborate. We will only reiterate that money was exchanged and it was substantial, and that the money came from life insurance that was hefty. The only precedent for this type of exchange happened in 1962 when the United States negotiated the release of the Bay of Pigs invaders who were in prison in Cuba. Victor Andres Triay wrote in his book that each man had a cost on his head. It could have been in the price range of $100,000, to $25,000, bringing the aggregate sum of the payment to $62 million for approximately 1,200 prisoners.75 Fidel was convinced to acknowledge the payment in prescription and sustenances rather than money. While negotiations were occurring, a few families paid Fidel's pocket to purchase an early release for their family members. Joe could confirm that he, personally, knew several of them who were freed this way.

However, I believe this was the only exchange of funds for prisoners in the fifty years of exile, besides the negotiation for my Uncle Patricio by his son, Patricito.

Joe Remembers Arriving

Editors Note: This section changes back to Joes experience.

The wisdom and intelligence of my mom was quite impressive! When Fidel arrived on the scene in Cuba, in 1960, she had the vision to say, We are going to leave here just in case things turn for the worse.

I was five years old, and Lillian, my sister, was thirteen. My mom, Olga Suarez, shoved all of us into the airplane, and we left for the United States. When we arrived in Miami we had no one waiting for us at the airport. We went directly to the bus station and headed for Brooklyn, New York. It took us twenty-four hours. We were exhausted. When we stepped off the bus in New York, we didnt even have coats. I looked up at the sky and saw something white and soft falling from above. I asked, Mom, what is this? This was my first introduction to snow. It was 1960, and it was winter in New York.

My mom, who never had to work in her life, put on her batteries76 (mustered up the courage) and found herself a job at a department store. There she was without a husband, and she never attended a university!

We were sleeping at my moms brothers apartment in Brooklyn. We totaled four altogether, including my uncle. Then my two older brothers arrived, so we were six. Next, my grandmother and my grandfather joined us, so we were eight. All eight of us were in a one-bedroom apartment with one bathroom. There were mattresses all over the place.

I was in kindergarten that year and walked about twenty blocks to school in the snow. My sister Lillian Maria lied about her age so she could work at Macys. She was only thirteen years old. Thank God it all came out okay!

Settling Together as Family

By the time Patricito rescued our dad, my family had gathered back together in Miami. Cristina was getting back on her feet after becoming a widow. There were many things to consider. My dad thought about Miami and realized he didnt really know anyone there. But Patricito had a business in New York. So, Dad decided we would wait till Lillian graduated from college and then move to New York. Once we moved back to New York, my dad devoted himself to the travel business working out of a small office he started with the help of Patricito and Cristina. It was right next to Patricitos office. Cristina found work as a teacher in Harlem. We were together again, in a new life, far from the prisons of Cuba.

Again, my brother George, who helped me proofread this chapter, provided a very complimentary statement about our cousin Patricito. He said, I spent a week at Patricitos house and I was impressed forever with what I saw. I saw our cousin Patricito, selling insurance all over New York. Going door-to-door, with holes in his shoes. I saw my Aunt Olga, working at a store in Manhattan, while her husband was in prison. Georges account from his visit in 1962, reinforces Joes beautiful comments about his brother and his mom during those difficult years without a father in the house.
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Suarez Family Photo

Left to right: Grandpa, Dad, and Patricio together after Pat was in prison for seven years.

[image: ]

Photo Courtesy of George Suarez

Paternal grandfather, Patricio Suarez with his four sons, (left to right) Patricio, Manolo (Manuel, Lalas father), Luis, and Ignacio, circa 1960. The three sons were imprisoned in Cuba under Fidel Castro. Patricio was a prisoner for seven years, until the surprising rescue by his son Patricio Jr. (Patricito). Ignacio died in prison, possibly of cancer but the conditions of his death remains unknown. Manuel (father of Lala and her siblings) was imprisoned for almost three months, including in Ches La Cabaa during a period of daily mass executions. Manuel was fortunately released through the intervention of the Brazilian government.

__________________

73. Patricitos offer did not produce the results he desired, on this first attempt.

74. With the words both, Joe was referring to his brother Patricito and his sister Cristina.

75. Victor Andres Triay, Bay of Pigs, An Oral History of Brigade 2506 (Gainesville, Florida: University Press of Florida: 2001) Pages 133135.

76. Translated: se puso las baterias





9. GROWING UP IN CUBA
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My Childhood. Grandpa El Loco de Mayajigua.

Adapting to life in America was not new to me. My childhood had been a life lived in two extremes. At the time I arrived to the United States I thought it was difficult, not knowing what was ahead for my family and me. In Cuba, children grew up mostly outdoors, but, when my sisters and I turned six, we were sent to the Sacred Heart Catholic School in Marianao, Havana, while the rest of the family stayed at the sugar mill. We spent almost nine months each year there, seeing our parents and other siblings only during Christmas and Easter, and possibly a few other occasions. At times I felt isolated, even lost, there. Many of the other boarders came from sophisticated families in Havana. They did not want to talk about chickens, and ducks, and about the natural world where I grew up at the sugar mill. But I wasnt interested in these issues, about Havana lifestyle, movie starts, popular songs, and fashions. They were foreign to me. I felt out of place.

During the summer, when I was back at the sugar mill, I returned to a world where I felt loved and special. I lived outdoors in the sunshine. There was freedom in the natural world of the batey (a settlement around a sugar mill). I was close to my mom who was very loving and easy going. And I had a special status of being the granddaughter of the man who built the sugar mill. Feeling totally free, I could play with the other children of the village and create the kind of games that you do when you live outdoors, like chasing geese in the back orchard and stealing their eggs. This playful existence was a stark contrast to the life at the Sacred Heart Catholic School. It was the better of the two extreme worlds as a child.

The Two Sugar Mills: El Dolores and El Nela

My parents were a unique couple, because both of them came from families who owned a sugar mill. In a nation of about 6 million people in the 1950s, there were only about 250 sugar mills. There was a contrast between the two sugar mills. On my mothers side, the Gaston family, the Dolores Sugar Mill had been in the hands of different members of the family for close to 200 years. As it passed from one relative to another, the building was modified and improved as needed. My grandfather, Patricio Suarez, built the Nela Sugar Mill from the ground up. Throughout the years it was managed by several of my uncles and my dad. What had brought Mom and Dad together was the fact that both families were very devout Catholics. My dad used to regale us with the story of how he met my mom. He had gone with a church group to repair the houses of the poor people in an extremely poor neighborhood called, Las Yaguas. There, while I was hammering away and repairing a roof, Dad would tell, I heard this beautiful female voice. Your mom was singing a religious song, while teaching catechism in the nearby patio next to the church. And the rest was history.

El Loco de Mayajigua, or Don Quixote

I grew up hearing the fascinating story of my paternal grandfather, Patricio Suarez. Some called him Don Quixote and El Loco de Mayajigua by others. The story of how he created a sugar mill is an amazing one that was told to me many times. It has always inspired my life. It has given me the conviction that we can accomplish things that appear impossible in life.

I am not totally sure of all the details of his childhood or how he came to be so highly educated. The story was that the Marist brothers in Cuba had persuaded his parents to send him to a Marist College in New York. Before he returned to Cuba, he studied in Paris as a student at the Sorbonne, where he obtained a degree in architecture.

My understanding is that his father had come to Cuba from Spain and was not an educated man. Yet, he made it a point to send his son (my grandfather) to a religious school. Once there, the Brothers (monks, priests, or the equivalent) who taught him recognized that he was very bright, and encouraged his parents to send him to the U.S. for education.

Also, the story about my other great-grandfather was that he came from Spain to Cuba at the age of fourteen years old, and started working at a local grocery store. At night, he would put his pillow on the store counter, cover himself with a blanket and sleep there. By the time he was in his mid-twenties he had worked hard, and saved his money and he owned the grocery store. At those times it was easier to make a fortune with hard work and ingenuity.

I am sure that at the sugar mill my grandfather was hailed as a hero, a legend. They called him the crazy man of Mayajigua77 Village, my dad used to say with pride. Your grandpa had a vision. He saw the swampy land, and he figured out that he could drain the land and make it productive. Dad wrote about this in a manuscript that was never published.

Grandpa Suarez started the family farm from nothing, or really from land that had been useless. He bought up hundreds of acres of swampy flatland. His engineering degree from Manhattan College in the United States put him in good stead. It taught him to go beyond the traditional way of doing things. Where others saw swamp, he saw rich soil that would grow record crops of sugarcane, and the land was cheap. He could buy ten acres in the swamp for the price of one acre of dry land.

There was only one small problem. The native marsh grasses that stretched off into the distance were covered with water much of the year. Sugar cane does not like wet soil, and it would not grow there. He kept the solution to this dilemma to himself as he added to his swampy land holdings. In the village he was called El Loco de Mayajigua, the crazy one of Mayajigua Village. What sane man would waste his money on swamps? When he hooked his team of oxen to a drag scraper and scooped up the wet mud through the swamp, they laughed even harder. Day after day they guided the animals back to where they started, and repeated the process of removing and hauling dirt, scoop-by-scoop, hour-by-hour, until the drainage ditch was as wide and deep as it needed to be. This had to be done in the dry season, from December to April, when water was not flooding the marsh. In the wet season, it would be impossible to work in the water-covered muck.

As soon as a field was sufficiently dry from this ingenious drainage system, the campesinos would start to plant it. Chopped lengths of cane stalk were wedged six inches into the soil, in rows six feet apart. They soon sprouted roots, and by the end of the year he had a field of cane up to twenty feet tall. In the organic, nutrient-rich soil, these cane fields drained from muck yielded some of the best product in the country. Year-by-year, twenty-five tons of cane were taken from each acre, well above average.

Thus, El Loco de Mayajigua, the crazy Suarez engineer, recovered thousands of acres from underwater, field-by-field, year-by-year. It turned out that El Loco was not so loco. Once the water was off the land, he gathered the campesinos, and dug the canals by hand (mano a mano), with the scoop and oxen drawn plow. Men flocked to the field chosen for channeling that year. By providing employment to the local farmers, Grandpa Suarez could get all the manpower he needed for the cane-cutting season, and people were very happy for work.

Harvesting Sugar Cane

Harvesting the sugar cane was easier work than cutting it, after it had grown as high as thirteen to twenty feet, its thick stems were thick with juices. Campesinos grabbed an armful of canes in the crook of the left elbow, chopped off the cane near the ground with a strong swing of a razor-sharp machete, chopped off the leaves on top, and piled the stalks. When the oxcart came, with its wheels as high as a mans head, they loaded the canes and drove to the mill or a narrow gage railroad where it was transferred to the rail cars drawn by a little Steam Jenny. They took the cane train to the mill if it was too distant for slow walking oxen to go with their carts.

Now that he had a good production base, Grandpa Suarez was still at the mercy of the mills that bought his cane. The mills paid the colonos,78 like my grandfather was paid, on a percentage of the sugar yield from the mill. It was divided unevenly, with 45% to 48% going to the colonos and the remainder going to the mill owner. The mill owner also kept the byproducts like the bagazo (basic residue from crushed stalks), cachaza (distilled spirit from fermented sugarcane juice), and molasses. These byproducts were sold for added profit.

El Loco asked, Why cant I have my own mill and keep the entire profit from cane to bagazo? He had developed substantial production from his fields to serve the basic needs of a mill. He could buy cane from the nearby colonos and roundup mill production to its capacity, and could also sell the byproducts. Why not? But, the challenge was that it required significant capital to start and operate a mill, and to pay wages until the refined sugar could be sold in an uncertain market at times.

My grandfather did not shy away from a challenge. He was a classic entrepreneur. He knew his business and the art of operating it. He always had a plan and acted on it. In this case, he knew of a mill on the other side of the island that had burned down. He made the owners an offermustering up his image again as El Loco de Mayajigua, a man crazy enough to buy a mill that was in ashes. It was junk, but my grandfather did not see it that way. He could fix it and make it work. The only thing he had to do was haul it across the island to his new mill site, take out some kinks, and assemble the pieces again. He bought the burned scrap metal, beams, and roofing that was salvageable, loaded it together with the press, grinder, and boilers on a ship, and headed home to Mayajigua. He envisioned the name for his new mill, El Nela, after his beloved wife.

With much dedication, a good blacksmith was hired to forge parts and reshape bent shafts and gears with a time-tested practical skill. By the time of the next harvest he was open for business. He was also fair to the colonos who sold to him and to the campesinos who labored for him. He paid them a proper share and also paid promptly. Soon he had about all the cane he could crush. El Nela was a growing concern.

Village Near the Mill

Around the mill he had built, Grandpa Suarez built a village of homes for the workers. They were neat, one-story cottages arrayed along a compact street with shade trees abounding. There was land for each to grow their vegetables, maize, and beans. The center of this village, or batey, is a traditional gathering place, and most sugar mills have them. My grandfathers contented workers also lived near the home of the boss and our grandparents home was comfortable enough, and large enough for the extended family living there. It was neither grand nor pretentious. My grandparents lived on their land near the mill where Grandpa could watch over all like an anxious father.

In 1910, just after Grandpa Patricio Suarez and Manuela were married and had settled in the mill village of El Nela, he built a little church. With his engineering skills, and inspired by his Catholic faith, Patricio built the church for the whole village. It had neat white stucco walls and an octagonal lantern over the transept (cross shape) in front of the old-style altar. It was built in a sturdy fashion with steel beams supporting the vaulted roof. Grandpa Suarez expected it would last for three generations. In fact, the church has survived, and it is still standing there at the center of the batey.

Hard Times and Good

The mill prospered in spite of market fluctuations, occasional hurricanes, and the intervening World War I between 1914 and 1919. During the great depression of the thirties, the sugar market was devastated, and exports from Cuba were down to a third of normal. It was a tough time, but, as a hands-on manager, Grandpa Suarez would see it through. His smart choice in selecting and draining the rich productive soil, and building his mill at a very low capital cost, stood him in good stead. When others were folding, he held on and even made a tiny profit in those troublesome years.

The Suarez view of things was that sugar had taken care of the family well, as they expected it would for generations ahead through ups and downs of local and world market problems. It was a tough money-losing business at times, but at the better parts of the cycles it varied from profitable to white gold. Things balanced out.

By 1950 two-thirds of the 160 sugar mills in Cuba were owned by Cubans and most of the others were American-owned. But El Nela remained a family-owned mill, and it proved to be more efficient than the others if only because the owner was looking after the store. Their cost in 1950 was around three cents a pound. That was lower than most mills, and it was possible because of the close attention to detail and the low land and mill construction cost. Grandpa Suarezs foresight and innovations, like making cheap swamp land valuable by draining it and buying a rundown mill, enabled him to produce at low cost. El Loco did well.

El Dolores and the Gaston Family

In contrast with the Nela Sugar Mill founded and owned by Grandpa Suarez in my fathers family, the Dolores Sugar Mill was in its third generation in my mothers family. The Gaston family owned the Dolores, which was in the Matanzas Province. It was located much closer to Havana than El Nela. The Dolores was near the town of Pedro Betancourt and close to the Cinaga de Zapata where the Bay of Pigs was located. It was near the Dolores that the invasion occurred and failed.

Like other sugar mill plantations, El Dolores had a village, or batey, made of cottages housing the campesinos and their families. For the residents the sugar plantation was their life. Production was divided. The zafra, when harvest took place, followed by cane grinding, was the first season. It ran from January to June. This busy season was followed by the dead season, or tiempo muerto, when the planting of sugar cane was continued and repairs and improvements were made.

The contrast between these two seasons was striking. In the zafra season the sugar mill was in operation twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Work never stopped. Workers came in and out in three shifts. The whole community was full of energy and determination, and everyone worked intensively. The work at the sugar mill had to be carefully coordinated and planned. All the machinery had to function well, and every worker felt like his contribution was crucial to the functioning of the mill. During this season, when the mill stopped functioning everyone panicked and worried until it started again. It didnt happen often, but it was everyones fear that it might. The abundance of work made for a more stable economy for all the residents of the sugar mill area, during the zafra. It was always a happy season.

The Dolores Church

Like the Suarez family, the Gaston family was devoutly Catholic. Around 1930, they built a new church in the plaza in front of the sugar mill, which was a community area in the middle of most bateys. The church was designed by Eugenio Batista, who was related to the Gaston family through marriage to the oldest daughter, Graciela. Like both grandpas, Suarez and Gaston, Eugenio had studied in the United States, earning a degree in architecture from Princeton. He applied his architectural skills to design the church. Using a pentagon floor design, he departed from the traditional longitudinal one. He used native wood for the carved, decorated beams, and he installed some very beautiful stained-glass windows that were imported from Spain. The church served the community well. A traveling priest offered Mass and heard confessions every Sunday.
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Photos Made for HireSuarez Family Photos

Paternal grandmother of the Suarez children, including Lala, this is Maria Manuela Carreno, who married Patricio Suarez in 1908 at age fifteen. Together they had six children, Patricio, Manuel (father of Lala and her siblings), Luis, Nena, Eulalia, and Ignacio.
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Patricio Suarez Cordoves, born in 1880, is the paternal grandfather of Lala and her siblings. He graduated from Manhattan College in New York City, in 1903, and went on to study at La Sorbonne in Paris, France. He returned to Cuba and reclaimed swamp land with ingenious means that earned him the local nickname of El Loco. Next, he built the Nela Sugar Mill and Factory, and the local church, in Mayajigua, Las Villas, Cuba, circa 1910.
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The six children of Patricio and Manuela Suarez. From right to left: Patricio Jr., Manuel (Lala's Dad), Nena, Eulialia, Luis, and Ignacio, circa 1925.

[image: ]

Photo by Lala Mooney
 
The house of the five Gaston great-aunts in El Vedado, a suburb of Havana, Cuba, in 2002. It is now used as an elementary school. As a child, Lala visited her five great-aunts very often and played with them at this house.
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Photo Made for Hire 
 
This Suarez gathering of fifty-four family members, with Sister Eulalia Suarez of the Sacred Heart Order (in middle) took place at the Sacred Heart School in the suburb of Havana known as El Country circa 1957.
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All Photos Made for Hire

Maternal grandmother of the Suarez children, including Lala, this is Eloisa Segrera, who married Melchor Gaston in 1909 and, together with him, raised a family of six children at the Dolores Sugar Mill, that had been in her family for three generations. Eloisa Gaston, mother of Lala and her siblings, was one of their six children, along with Graciela, Mercedes, Melchor, Alicia, and Carlos.
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Melchor Gaston is the maternal grandfather of the Suarez children. Born in 1886, he studied at Columbia University in New York City and then returned to Cuba in 1903, serving as Administrator of the El Dolores Sugar Mill in Matanzas, Cuba.
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Photo Courtesy George Suarez

The Great Aunts were Melchor Gastons five unmarried sisters. They were renowned throughout Matanzas Province as las senoritas Gaston and called by the affectionate nicknames of Nana, Nene, Nini, Toto, and Tete. They dedicated their lives to helping the poor and teaching the Catholic religion, circa 1950.
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Photo by Maria Luisa Gaston

The Dolores Sugar Mill had been operating since around 1850, providing employment and community for hundreds of families, photo circa 2002.
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Photo by Lala Mooney

After being in operation for close to 150 years, the Dolores Sugar Mill was dismantled, as seen here in 2006. Like the Dolores and Nela Sugar Mills, most mills in Cuba fell into disrepair under the Cuban government.
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Top Photo by George Suarez

The Nela Sugar Mill was built by grandfather Patricio Suarez around 1910, in Santa Clara province, Cuba. The Mill and factory were in operation for almost a century providing employment and community for hundreds of families. At the time, Cuba was becoming the leading producer of sugar in the world. In 2003, the mill stands in ruins.
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Photo by Teresa Hamm and Bottom Photo by Lala Mooney
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The Nela Sugar Mill was dismantled in 2005. Now Cuba must import sugar from Brazil.

__________________

77. Mayajigua is located in the center of Cuba, on its northern coast.

78. Colonos refers to the planters, who would sell the sugar cane to the sugar mill owner. Its meaning is very different than that implied in the words colony from a foreign country. It refers to settlers, people who work on the land and own the land.





10. MY DAD, MY HERO
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My Dad Studies in the United States

Grandfather Patricios creativeness and entrepreneurial energy was a great inspiration for his children, especially my dad. In high school my dad was such a successful student that he managed to graduate a year early, at the age of sixteen. As customary in many Cuban families, it was decided that Manuel would be sent to study in the United States. An Augustinian priest, Father Spiralli,79 was a close family friend. He recommended Villanova in Philadelphia, and in the summer of 1932, Grandpa Suarez sailed with my dad to the United States.

I knew so little English, my dad would tell us, that I could recognize only a few words.

Little Manuel listened to one of the passengers and could not figure out a single word. Dad, I cannot understand what he is saying.

Dad said, Son, they are speaking German and not English!

My dad was very proud of having attended and graduated from Villanova University in Philadelphia (19281932). By all accounts Dads four years at Villanova were a success.80 Not only did he do well in his studies, but he also succeeded in other areas. He joined the tennis team, and later he assured us that he was one of the top two players on the team. On one occasion he played and beat the U.S. Davis Cup champion. He also was a good dancer and his classmates told us that he was very popular with the ladies. Many of his classmates visited us in Cuba throughout the years. One time, when I traveled to the United States with my parents and my sister Eloisa, my dad drove us to Villanova in Philadelphia, and I was able to see the beautiful campus and hear his stories.

In 1946, the Augustinian order opened a Villanova University in Havana. Its Spanish name was Villanueva. In the early fifties my dad was hired at the university as an engineering professor. Subsequently, he was elected by the members of the faculty to the position of Dean of Science and Technology. In this new position, he was in charge of overseeing not only the school of engineering, but also the other schools that dealt with science.

Dad (Manuel) Meets Al Capone

When my dad arrived at Villanova for his sophomore year he had a Frosh (freshman) carry all of his bags. It was difficult to hide the smile. A friend approached him hurriedly, pulled him aside, and pointed out that the young man carrying his bags was a brother of the notorious gangster Al Capone. At this point, his friend Manuel pleasantly told the young Capone that they no longer needed his help.

I met Al Capone, later on, Manuel used to tell his children, when the priests at Villanova arranged for a meeting with him and his brother. Al Capone wanted to convince his brother to take a different path in life; different from the one Al had chosen. However, these efforts were not successful. Ultimately, Al Capones brother did follow in his footsteps.

Dad Graduates and Returns to Cuba

After graduating from Villanova in 1934, my dad returned to Cuba and started to work at the family sugar mill of El Nela, next to his father. After the first month of work, he was expecting some form of salary from his father. And this is the way he tells the story.

To my surprise, no paycheck was given to me. Instead, my dad gave me a hat and said, This is the payment for your first month of work. I was very disappointed, and I decided to explore other job opportunities and avenues in Havana. First, I enrolled in the University of Havana, which was free for everyone in Cuba, and completed two more degrees related to the sugar industry. One was that of Agronomical Engineer and the other one a PhD in Chemistry and Physics as it relates to the sugar industry. But I was still unable to obtain a job. One of my uncles owned a pharmacy. He promised me a job if I would take the appropriate courses. So, I completed all the necessary courses for the degree and started working at my uncles pharmacy.

After meeting and marrying Eloisa, her father, Melchor Gaston, offered my dad a job at the family sugar mill of El Dolores. The couple moved happily to this new location and a higher paying job. They stayed there for the first part of their marriage and quickly saw the arrival of the first five children. By then, Eloisas brother, Melchor Gaston Jr., started working at El Dolores Sugar Mill too, after graduating from Villanova in the United States, the same university from which Manuel had graduated. Manuel proceeded to train him in all the latest methods done to improve the sugar production at the mill. And, in some way, he also felt that he could spread his wings and look for other possibilities.

A new opportunity arose when Manuels brother, Patricio, offered Manuel a job in an alcohol distillery in the town of Caibarien, in the province of Santa Clara. This move had a lot of implications for the family. For Elita (my mom), it meant leaving the warmth of her family, and moving far away and close to her husbands family. However, she faced up to the challenge and packed the suitcases and went east.

After a couple of years in Caibarien, Manuels dad, Patricio, offered him a job at El Nela Sugar Mill. Eventually, he became the General Administrator of the sugar mill. My dad was again working for my Grandpa Suarez.

Another Loco for Mayajigua

In his heart, Manuel was an inventor. Quickly he started to experiment in different ways to use the byproducts of the sugar production. When I visited the Nela Sugar Mill, forty years after I left Cuba, I enjoyed listening to the local people tell me stories about my dad. One of his former employees, Jess Escudero, proudly pointed to some bricks he had saved in his backyard. He related, I could not believe it when he hired me to help him with his experiments. One of them consisted in grinding the bagasse into smaller pieces and using it to make bricks. I was only twenty-two years old. No one had trusted me so much before. All these years later, Jess kept in his heart the memory of my dads trust in him.

During the same visit to Cuba, another resident was happy to point out the bricks in the walls of her home and tell us, The bricks of this house were made under your dads direction using the dust of the bagasse. The house has survived many storms and hurricanes and is still strong and sturdy.

Manuel continued the path of his dad, El Loco de Mayajigua, with many other endeavors such as: making cardboard from the bagasse, making molasses, and designing solar panels. Manuel also took more challenging engineering projects. One of these consisted in the redesign of the clarificadoras81 that are used to extract the fluid from the sugar grain. In fact, he brought his design to engineering professors in the United States, and his design ultimately appeared in some academic writings. It was named the Clarificadora Suarez Carreo.

Social Issues, Respect for All Races

In one of my trips back to Cuba years after I had left, I had the opportunity to hear a beautiful story from one of my dads former employees. Pablo wants to talk to you, I was told by one of the sugar mill residents. Lets go to his house.

As I approached Pablos house, I could see a tall mulatto man, in his sixties, with a great smile on his face. He went on to tell his whole story.

I was the locomotive driver at the sugar mill when your dad approached me. He said, How would you like to be the driver of a bus to connect the sugar mill with nearby towns? I could not believe that he would trust me with that kind of responsibility, especially for the fact that I am a mulatto. So I asked your dad, Are you going to give me that honor? Even if I am a black man? But your dad was very complimentary. He said, You are a great driver Juan82 and that is what counts. I was so proud of having this opportunity and this honor. And I did my best. I will always remain grateful to your dad.

As I walked throughout the sugar mill, I heard many other individuals speaking highly about my dad. I found it so reassuring that their admiration remained, even when forty years had passed since my dad left Cuba. I will always keep these memories in my heart.

My Dad as a Leader

My dad is one of the most influential people in my life. As I grew up, he was a constant inspiration and a great role model. Those who came in touch with him shared this admiration. One of the most beautiful things throughout my life has been hearing his former students at Villanueva University talk about him. Armandos most significant memorable and influential person in his life was my dad, Manuel A. Suarez Carreo, Dean of Engineering and specialist in Sugar Engineering at the University of Villanueva of Cuba.

Armando recounts, I met him when he interviewed me for admission into the university in 1958. He told me I could choose to be a smart lazy student or a lazy smart student. The former uses his talent to learn steadily and avoid cramming down at exam time, while the latter relies too much on his smarts to be successful. My dad inspired Armando not only academically and professionally, but also in all aspects of general life. Armando recalls my dad as, A family man of profound principles both in engineering social justice and the solution to Cubas problem.

My dad taught Armando two courses in his junior year: Sugar Engineering and Strength of Materials. On Saturdays, Armando would meet with a group of students at our house, and my dad would instruct the students on Organic Democracy, that is, a bottom-up form of government that was used at the time in Switzerland and Sweden. He thought that would be the kind of society they should work toward in Cuba after Castro was deposed.

After the Bay of Pigs Invasion failed, it became impossible to depose Castro and my dad and his students came to the United States. Armando remembers how my dad worked for Bechtel for about ten years and then worked on research at the University of South Florida. The last time Armando saw my dad was when he visited Armando (about 1980) to tell him about his research work on ethanol production by hydrolysis and fermentation of elephant grass. That was my dad, always researching, studying, and inventing.
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Photos Courtesy of Falvey Memorial Library, Villanova University, Villanova, Pennsylvania

Manuel Suarez graduation photo from Villanova University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1932, at age twenty-two, as featured in the Villanova Yearbook of the same year.
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University of Villanova tennis team, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, were Division Champions in 1932. Manuel Suarez (front row, first on the right) was considered one of the top two players in the team.
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Mooney Family Photos

The four Suarez sons stand in the back with their wives at a family gathering. Back row from left to right: Luis Suarez and wife Bonnie; Manuel and Eloisa Suarez (Lalas parents); Patricio Jr. and wife Olga; and Ignacio with wife Graciela. In the front, from left to right: Grandma Manuela, daughter Nena, and Grandpa Patricio, circa 1945.
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The Mooney Brothers: Alex, Patrick, and Vincent Mooney, Jr.

Nils Diaz, Chairman, Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Speaks About Dad

Yes Nils said, when I asked him to write something saying the influence he felt that my dad had on him. Ill gladly write about my dean, he answered using the word my to convey the feelings he had toward my dad. I believe his words were staggering. Especially, when he described the very drastic steps that he had taken after Dad told him that Castro had taken advantage of him.

Once in the United States, Nils worked his way up in the field of engineering. His career included the following: Managing Director, the ND2 Group; Former Director of the Nuclear Space Power and Propulsion Consortium for the Strategic Defense Initiative; Professor Emeritus, University of Florida; and Former Associate Dean for Research, CSULB. Ultimately, he became Chairman of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, an incredible accomplishment. Here are his words:

Personal Notes on Dean Manuel A. Suarez Carreo

In September 1955, fresh from graduating from the Vedado La Salle High School in Havana, Cuba, I started my college career at the Catholic University of Villanueva, Havana. The one and only dean of engineering at Villanueva, Manuel A. Suarez Carreo, taught the very first class, Engineering Orientation. It is common knowledge that first semester orientation classes were normally easy. Wrong. Dean Suarez meant business and he had made it a requirement to have every student become proficient in the use of the slide rule, including that the slide could never be 50% or more outside the rule. There was no other way to do engineering calculations in an efficient manner but the slide rule. And the Dean made us all experts, regardless of how tough and how embarrassing it was to be called out, Mr. Diaz, your slide is about to fall from your rule, he announced to the entire class. Those first interactions eventually developed into a lasting student-teacher (dean) relationship.

By my second year, I have earned a job as an assistant to Dr. Marcelo Alonso and Dr. Virgilio Prez, two of the best physicists in Cuba. By the summer of 1959, I worked part-time for Dean Suarezs group of sugar industry specialists. By the fall of 1959, as a graduating senior, I was also hired by Dr. Alonso to work at the Bank of Economic and Social Development (BANDES).

The situation in Cuba was getting chaotic, if not worse. The turnover of people was rapid, with so many professionals leaving the island. I worked in a place where most of the qualified engineers were leaving and many of those who stayed, lacked the experience to do the required work. In Villanueva, it was the same. Professors were leaving and the Dean asked me to teach the Machine Design courses, a subject I was not an expert in but was closely related to what I was doing in practice. At the same time, by pure chance, I had done a complete balance of materials for the chemical industries under the National Bank and the BANDES. Somehow, two weeks later, I was promoted to Chief Engineer of the organization running the eighty-eight chemical industries taken over by the Cuban government; I was twenty-one years old and fully unqualified. Yet, I took it very seriously.

All of the above is to set the moment for a transcendental transformation in my life and the role of Dean Suarez. I had just finished teaching my class at Villanueva, it was close to 10 p.m., and I walked into Dean Suarezs office. As the kid that I was, I ebulliently told him how I had solved the issue of producing glass in Cuba, including finding indispensable feldspar. He listened seriously, leaned forward and told me, Nils, you remind me of the Colonel on Bridge on the River Kwai. You are so blinded by your pride and what you do that you are helping your enemies. You are being used. My shock at the realization of how true that was changed my life. I sat by the sea, cried, and became a destruction machine aimed at the Communist industry in Cuba. It also tempered my future paths and decisions.

The friendship of my dean and friend, Manuel A. Suarez Carreo, lasted his lifetime. Throughout our years in the U.S., as life took us through crossing paths, we were able to chat about so many issues. I always learned something from those interactions. I consider it a privilege to have known and befriended someone with the intellectual and moral character of Manuel.

Dr. Nils J. Diaz

In Cuba, Manuel relied on his faith and he worked as an equal. He built sugar mill businesses in Cuba and suffered imprisonment under Castro. Then he fled his homeland hidden in the refrigerator of a ferryboat and restarted his life from scratch in the United States. My dad left this world in 1995 to finally meet his Maker face-to-face.
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Family Photo Courtesy of Lala Mooney

From left to right (1998): Vincent Mooney, Jr., former Senator Mel Martinez, Lala Mooney, and Nils Diaz (former Chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and former student of my Manuel Suarez in Villanueva University in Cuba). Nils Diaz and Mel Martinez attended a fundraiser for Lalas son, Alex Mooney. Both are outstanding Cuban-born men who have served the country and attained high-level government positions. They stepped out to support Alex Mooneys candidacy in his first run for the office of Maryland State Senate.

__________________

79 Fr. Spirali, OSA, was the founder of Villanueva University. Father John S. Kelly, OSA The Catholic University of Havana, 19461961, Rodes Printing, Miami, Florida.

80 In writing this book, I have been distinguishing between the universities by using the Spanish name of Villanueva when referring to the University in Cuba and the English name of Villanova when referring to the one in Philadelphia.

81 This translates as separators or centrifuges; a clarifier.

82 Names of Cubans who remain in Cuba have all been changed.





11. MY MOM, MY ROLE MODEL
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Mels Twin, a Family Secret

At times, painful things happen in a family and they are initially kept secret. But as time passes by, parts of the story are shared with others, and the secret is no longer a secret. This happened to my parents at the birth of my brother Mel, who is child number eleven. While writing this book, I was able to talk to my brother Mel and hear in his own words, how my mother had talked to him about his twin brother.

After Mel was born, a great sadness blanketed the room as they watched another baby, still born, emerge from my mom. Everyone in the room went into a panic. If there is another placenta, that means there is another baby, the doctor said. He handed Mel to my dad, who quickly opened the door to the porch and gave the baby to the nanny where I was also. I remember Mel covered with white scales. I had no idea that babies were born that way. I was only eleven years old. We promptly rearranged the baby blanket and held him tight. I was so relieved that the nanny was there to handle the situation.

We took baby Mel to the corner bedroom adjacent to my moms room. I remember hearing her groans of pain and suddenly realizing that childbirth and motherhood is not easy. I knew someday I would go through it, too. Shortly afterwards, my dad came out and took Mel back to my moms room. I had no idea that another baby had been delivered, and that he was still born.

In the meantime, a truck pulled up and two campesinos approached the maids. We need the doctor, they said. Our cow is about to deliver. We need him to help. The maids told the doctor and he instructed the campesinos to wait. From the window of my room I could see them in their truck, waiting nervously. This double duty of the doctor is a reflection of how life was in Cuba at the time.

The Full Story Comes Out

Years later we heard the complete story. It was during the family gathering the day after my son Vincents wedding. Vinny had purposely selected an old-fashioned hotel, in Wauchula, Florida, with a rather large lobby and many sofas and chairs with small tables placed in every corner. At our family weddings it was typical for everyone to gather, ask questions, and reconstruct the past, or fill in the blanks.

Tell us about the birth of the twins, we asked Rafael, the farm employee who had flown in from New Orleans to attend the wedding. He welcomed the opportunity; I buried the baby in the grove, behind the house. The doctor said that the baby appeared to have been dead for at least one month. Maybe more.

Why not the cemetery? we asked Rafael softly.

Well. It was not unusual for families to bury dead babies in their land. No one frowned on it. However, a new regulation had been passed that would require your dad to go to a government office, register the death of the baby and obtain a death certificate. So, your dad decided to ignore the regulation and bury the baby under a big tree, not far from the banana trees behind the house. I selected the location carefully, said Rafael, under the shade of a big tree where I knew the soil would not be disturbed.

My Mom Talks About the Twin

As the years passed, I found out that my mom had shared the story of Mels twin with several of my sisters and she told them about his burial behind the house. However, as it happened often with family secrets, she had told each one of us not to tell anyone else. So, we all kept it secret, but always wondered how this had affected my mom.

To my great surprise, in reviewing her writings recently, I learned more. Years later in the United States, she started to write a book about the birth of each of her fourteen children. One was titled Mels Birth. In her own words, this is what she shared. As I read these words, I was not sure what Mom meant completely, all I knew was what I remembered of her feelings at the time. They were like a storm, with both sadness and joy competing for her attention. My mother wrote the following words.

Next to the happiness of having a new little boy, I had the heartwrenching pain of losing his twin. I could not imagine that it was possible to experience so much suffering without just dying. Not wanting to share it with the family, so as to put this burden on their shoulders, I believe this had the effect of making my trauma worse. And it is the case that I fell into a deep depression full of strong feelings of jealousy.

In addition, we received the news of Georges vocation to the priesthood and afterward the same with Lourdes planning to enter the convent. And while this was not totally a surprise to me, since I had anticipated that this was going to happen, it had the effect similar to that of live lime83 on top of the scar of the loss of my little baby. We had baptized him with the name Luis, and I kept thinking that it would console me to make a grotto over the babys tomb in the banana plantation.

My son Mel, was enchanting. You could say that he was a real sun with his little face like a blonde mueco84 and pink cheeks, with his eyes full of happiness and candor. The more I loved Mel, the more I felt of not having a copy of him, a second baby just like him next to me. And, for the first time, I broke all the educational rules that I had used diligently up until then, and I allowed myself the joy of carrying him, taking him for walks, and just spoiling him.

Childbirth Without Fear

Mom really liked babies. Im not sure when she started liking them, but there is no question that babies were very important for her. Her mom died when she was thirteen-years-old, as a result of an intestinal obstruction, and she had carried the pain of her loss deep in her heart. She often talked about it.

With time, my mom also became an expert and an advocate of natural childbirth. She had read the book, Childbirth Without Fear, by Dr. Grantly Dick-Reed,85 and she felt it opened a new door to the process of childbirth. During delivery, women would yell and yell because of their pain, and labor was quite stressful. Dr. Grantly Dick-Reed explained in his book that, if the women learned to relax, the muscles would not be so tense and delivery was much easier. The strategy was to learn breathing and relaxation techniques.

With time my mom became an expert on it. And she would go around the country giving speeches and explaining the method. More than that, she herself became an example by choosing to deliver the babies at home, and demonstrating that this was a natural process. I honestly believe that just by her example she impressed and helped a lot of the women in the countryside.

For the first five babies, my mom went to Havana and delivered the babies there. But with baby number six, Eloisa, she chose to deliver at home. Four out of the next five babies were delivered at home. But After Mels difficult birth, it was decided that babies would be born at the hospital from that point on. She still made it a point to choose young doctors who were just starting their practice. This demonstrated her trust in them and encouraged other pregnant mothers with her example and by sending the message that birth was a natural occurrence.

This was made easier in Cuba, of course, by the fact that the doctors were willing to come to the mothers home. However, there werent enough doctors. In the countryside, a local lady called a comadronas,86 who specialized in home births, delivered babies. They had no specific training or legal requirements. They were self-taught and served the mothers as best they could. My mom assisted the whole process by talking to the pregnant mothers and visiting them.

Rosa Marias Birth

Before Mel, there was another birth that also was out of the ordinary because the doctor did not arrive on time, and my dad delivered the baby. Here is what Mom wrote later on.

Once I knew I was in labor, the doctor came to the house and examined me. Then he said, This will happen tonight. So, he took off and went to visit other patients in the area. But when I woke up from my nap, at about 3 p.m., I sent someone to go and get Manuel and tell him, Come immediately. The baby is about to be born.

He said in reply, This is going to be between me, you, and God. To that I answered, This is the way I wanted to have a child. And, with great peace of mind, we received the baby, and being so beautiful she prompted this reaction from her dad, It is a girl, and she looks like a rose. And, that is why we decided to name her Rosa Maria.

Your dad handed the baby to my mom, Carmita told me later on, when I visited Cuba in 1999. He said, Cut the umbilical cord. She replied in total panic, I dont know how! But, somehow, they proceeded to find a way to do it, and Rosie was healthy and full of life.

Years later, Rosie shared with us the special bond she and Dad had. He always talked to her with pride about the fact that he had delivered her into this world. Shortly before he died, he still remembered, Rosie told me recently. He said you are my Rosita. The one I brought into the world.

My Mom as a Leader

Mom was also a great advocate of breastfeeding. As baby formulas started to appear on the market, many believed that this might be better for the babies. Again, in this area, Mom gave lectures and wrote articles. She conveyed even more with her personal example. Even when my brother Xavier was about two months old, she and my dad took a two-week trip to California in a car with another American couple. For that trip, she brought the baby with her, and everyone seemed very happy to drive around with a baby in tow.
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Family Photo Courtesy George Suarez

Lalas mother, Eloisa Gaston Suarez, happily poses with her seventh baby, Manuela, with an expression that reflects the love and joy she felt for her children, circa 1946.
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Suarez Family Photo

Mel Gaston, Lala's grandfather, became a widower when Lalas mother was thirteen years of age, and his younger son, Carlos was seven years of age. He dedicated himself to raise his six children with love and care.
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Family Photos Courtesy George Suarez

Eloisa was about age fifty in this photo with a beauty that stayed with her even as she advanced in years, circa 1985.
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All eight girls pose for a family picture as they say good-bye to Sister Lourdes who was about to leave for the Ursuline Convent in New Rochelle, New York.
Front row, left to right: Rosi and Mary.
Middle row: Lala, Sister Lourdes, and Manela.
Last row: Ely, Marguy, and Teresa. Circa 1960.
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Lalas mother, her six siblings with their respective spouses, and her cousin Lily with husband, pose with Father Llorente, in 1956, at the Agrupacin Catlica Universitaria in Havana, Cuba, circa 1941. All men pictured were members of this Catholic professionals sodality. From left to right: Aunt Graciela and her husband Eugenio Batista; Aunt Lily and her husband Jos Ignacio Lasaga; Aunt Mercy and her husband Ramon Barcia; Lalas mother, Eloisa, and father, Manuel Suarez; Father Llorente, Melchor Gaston and wife Maria Luisa; Uncle Carlo and wife Nenita; and, Aunt Alicia with her husband Dr. Alonso Garcia Otero. As of the printing of this book, Nenita Vallejo de Gaston is the only one still alive.
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From left to right: Lily, Alicia, Mercy, Carlos, Eloisa, and Graciela Gaston. Missing from this photo is brother Melchor Gaston who was not at the event. Lalas mother, Eloisa, together with a cousin, Lily, and five of her six siblings, gathered in Miami, Florida, circa 1965.

__________________

83 The word lime was translated from the Spanish words: cal viva.

84 Translated as: doll.

85 Childbirth Without Fear by Dr. G. Dick-Read, became a world-wide bestseller in multiple languages. Part of the controversy of its premise was that women could play a leading role in their own childbirth experience, which did not need to be treated by doctors as a medical condition where there were no complications. This groundbreaking book is credited with starting a revolution in how childbirth was seen and treated.

86. Comadronas is translated as midwives.





PART III:
THE UNITED STATES
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Photos Courtesy of Falvey Memorial Library, Villanova University, Villanova, Pennsylvania

Manuel Suarez, father of Lala Mooney and her siblings, at age twenty-four. After his graduation from Villanova University in Philadelphia, Manuel returned to Cuba and worked as an engineer in the family sugar mills for several years. On December 27, 1936, at age twenty-six, Manuel married Eloisa (Elita) Gaston. Ultimately, Manuel moved with his wife and young family to Havana where he became a professor, then dean, at the Universidad de Villanueva, or Villanueva University, which had been founded by the Augustinians in Havana.





12. ARRIVING IN AMERICA, FINDING A JOB
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Leaving Cuba meant losing everything and starting a new life in a new country. The first thing was for the family to find a place to settle and for my dad to find a job.

While most Cubans first settled in Miami, and then resettled in other cities as job opportunities came their way, our case was different. My dad had friends in Washington D.C. who offered to help him find a job. So, he decided to move us directly to Washington, D.C.

My dads friend, Dr. Virgilio Acosta, had left Cuba earlier, and was employed doing research at the Catholic University of America. He lived in the District of Columbia and he made arrangements for my dad to be offered a job as a research assistant, with the modest salary of $125 a week. While this was a very small amount, my dad was ecstatic to just have a job.

I visited him in his office at the university. It was a very small cubicle, with a desk calculator and a lot of papers. He never expressed a contrast to his former position, but remained upbeat, grateful, and uncomplaining. Still, he worried a lot.

My Dad Gets Fired

Like anyone in a new world, my family would struggle with culture differences. We were in a new world but brought with us all the traditions and behaviors of our Spanish culture. The problem was that, to begin, we might not be aware of the differences that are at play. For my dad, professionally, that lesson was a bitter one. He was fired for how he chose to disagree with his boss at his work in the little cubicle. His direct criticism was mistaken for insubordination.

In Cuba, my dad was accustomed to communicating with very direct words. A typical argument among coworkers can go this way. Man, you dont know what you are talking about. That makes no sense. To which the other person might answer, Hey, I know more than you do. And this is the reason. If you do this experiment this way this would happen. After both parties would argue back and forth, together they would usually come to a resolution. It would not be unusual for one party to say, Oh, I know what you mean now, good point. End of discussion. In America, people communicate more indirectly than we did in Cuba. They spoke more politely. The blunt approach caused offense.

My dad learned a tough lesson when he found himself fired from the job. This was a typical clash of cultures with serious consequences. He had openly criticized his boss. He made derogatory comments about the lady professor, and it reached her ears. While she did not tell him directly, one of his co-workers told him that she had heard about it and was very upset. Funding was very limited, and when new assignments were given he was told that there were not enough funds to keep him employed. In time he realized that in America people communicate in a less confrontational way. And he would tell us at dinnertime about his experiences and what he had learned.

He was dumbfounded. He could not understand why his boss felt so offended. But even worse, he now had lost his job. Fortunately, Dr. Acosta understood that this was just a difference in cultural approaches to communication. By now Dads reputation as a dedicated, very knowledgeable worker has spread throughout the engineering faculty. And he promptly obtained another job. This position was even better. He started to work for Dr. Clyde Cowan,87 a physicist whose research was leading to the co-discovery of the neutrino,88 and ultimately became a 1995 Nobel Prize Winner in the area of Physics.

Besides being very successful, Dr. Cowan was also a very caring person. He became a good friend of my dad, and he offered to house some of our sisters, to help Dad. Two of my sisters went to live with him during the week because his house was close to the Catholic School that they attended. And after several months, when the family was better situated economically, my sisters returned to live with the family.

After one or two years, Dad was able to get a job in private industry. He found a job as an engineer in a company called Mills, Petticord, and Mills. They were located in McLean, Virginia. And the salary was much better.

Dads Security Clearance

One of the biggest difficulties my dad had was that two of his brothers were in jail in Cuba, so he could not obtain security clearance. Most jobs in the Washington, D.C. area are government-related jobs, for which a security clearance is needed. But my dad was a very hard worker. Besides his engineering job, he would grab whatever work came his way. Often at night, you could see him in his room, doing translation jobs. He also accepted a job as an ESL (English as a Second Language) teacher for the local adult education department. Several nights a week he would come home, eat quickly, and then head for the nearby high school to teach his students.

Job at Bechtel

Finally, around 1968, my dad obtained a job at Bechtel Engineering Company. By then, his brother Ignacio had died in prison in Cuba. And, his older brother, Patricio, was free and living in the United States. He was able to obtain a security clearance. At Bechtel my dad flourished. He became a nuclear engineer on his own merits, as this field was emerging. Ultimately, he was sent to nuclear reactors around the United States to make determinations regarding the building resistance and other structural design issues.

With time he also took an additional responsibility and became a professor within Bechtel. Again, he found himself in the position of being a professor, able to explain difficult engineering principles in simple terms that are easily understood by young engineers who have entered the world of work. And, in his classes, he helped them prepare for the professional engineering test. I saw him return to the office after dinner to teach his classes, I was so proud of him. Here he was a Cuban with a heavy Cuban accent, teaching the young generation in America. And what a recognition this was of his teaching ability and his ability to understand difficult concepts and bring them to the level of the young graduates recently hired.

My dad had managed to build a new life in a new world with the best of him from an old world, one that had been lost to him. What a shining example he was to all of us childrenand his grandchildren, too. What a gift he made of himself to his new country.

My Dad: Authoritarian and Kind

Professionally, my dad overcame the culture shock, but at home he still faced a struggle as his children were growing up in a very different culture and were introducing all kinds of new notions about life. I was deeply inspired by my dad. He was my hero. A former student of his told me once, Your dad is a genius, and I agreed. He is one of the most intelligent men in all of Cuba, the former student said, and his eyes opened wide with enthusiasm and admiration. All throughout my childhood and teen years I encountered people who talked about him that way.

Yet, I was growing up in a new world. In Cuba, some of my dads notions about women, and in particular about how I should grow up would have seemed reasonable. However, as I became an adult I realized that I could think by myself and did not have to agree with him. For example, my dad was totally convinced that women belonged in the house cooking and raising children. Often, I would hear him say in our home to my mom, I dont know why women study engineering. Women belong at home. His daughter, that is I, was about to learn how to challenge my hero and the traditional leader of our family.

Even in Cuba I asserted myself in insisting that I wanted to go to college. After I completed secondary school, I told my dad, I want to enroll at the University of Villanueva, where my dad was a professor, and study to be a teacher.

Why? he said with a puzzled look on his face. Why would you want to go to college? Women belong in the house. He was not forceful; he was truly saying what he believed.

I was dumbfounded. To think that he, being a college professor, would not support my desire to study. I was amazed. Fortunately, I did not follow his advice, and I went on with my plans to go to college at Villanueva. And the fact that my mother supported me in this decision was also very helpful. My situation was ideal. From the window of my house I could see the beautiful modern-looking university buildings. And I could see the young men coming in and out of the university. Often, my dad would bring the engineering students home for lunch, and I had already dated some of them. It was a very interesting time in my life and one I really enjoyed.

On the other hand, I did not have a steady boyfriend, like some of my friends, who were already in steady relationships and close to planning their weddings. I was totally free. The most amazing thing was that I did not have a high school degree. At my school I had studied something called Home Economics, and in Cuba this was not considered acceptable to enroll in a university. But there was one exception. I was allowed to study and obtain a degree to become a kindergarten teacher. So, I took advantage of that possibility and enrolled in Villanueva University.

Once accepted, I was allowed to take regular courses. And I thoroughly enjoyed learning. Later, when I came to America, I was fortunate to be able to change majors and study psychology. I will always be grateful to this country for giving me the opportunity to change majors and study psychology, something I truly love.

Confronting My Dad

I was happy to enjoy the many opportunities in my new world. Yet, as I was acclimating, my dad was struggling with my new ways, you could say. Even in the United States, the church would again play a role in helping my dad navigate a way for dealing with his teenage children.

It started one day when I announced to my dad, I am going to a party tonight. Then, with some hesitation, I added, I would like to have the car. We only had one car, and we had to share it. It was a big request.

I dont believe our good Lord made Fridays for people to party, my dad replied. God made Sunday as the day to rest. The other days of the week are for work. He was calm, gentle, kind but firm.

This was going to be a tough battle. Direct challenge would not work. I remember in Cuba how my parents consulted their local priest on a regular basis. This was called spiritual direction and it was something of great value. So I decided to adopt that strategy and I said, Dad, lets agree to consult our priest on this. And, to his credit, my dad agreed.

We met with our priest at the local church the following week. The priest listened patiently as my dad repeated what he had told to me and what he believed. And, I was totally surprised and delighted when the priest answered softly but firmly.

Dr. Suarez, the priest began. I dont agree with you, and you dont want me to agree with you. At that point my dad gave me a great lesson on humility. He remained calm, and he listened. And then the priest continued to explain a different way to look at this. I was totally flabbergasted. I had not expected the priest to contradict him so clearly. And I was impressed by my dads willingness to hear him and accept his advice. This was, a giant shock to my mind. My dad could be wrong.

This was a total turning point for me. Here this priest was giving me the freedom to make my own decisions. I was already twenty-one years old, but I had been raised in a very authoritarian home. Now I was given a new freedom. I also have to give my dad total credit for being willing to consult and accept the churchs authority. And, as I look back throughout my parents life and marriage, I remember with great gratitude many other instances in which my parents went for spiritual direction and resolved their conflicts in that way.

Later, as I received training in counseling, I have come to appreciate the value of counseling. On the other hand, it is the sad truth that many people do not take advantage of this service. Why? In a way I believe the counseling profession is at fault because it has followed the medical model. In over thirty years as a counselor, I have used a different approach. I made it a point to make myself available easily. I have also followed some of the principles of crisis counseling, where you attend to the person immediately when it is clear that the situation is serious.

In my job as a guidance counselor, I often made it a point to make myself available to parents at any possible moment. At times I talked to them at the football field, at the school cafeteria, or whenever I was approached.

Additionally, my studies as a psychology major had a profound effect on me. It made me realize how people really operate and think, and it removed many confusing ideas that I had up to that moment. I am deeply grateful for the opportunity that I had and for the impact it had on me. After many courses in psychology I feel that I understand others and myself much better, and I am more able to understand the world around me.

My Job as an Emergency Room Secretary

As I looked back, I realized that one of the most amazing things was the fact that I was able to get a job in America really quickly. I often wonder, what were the factors that helped me get this job? How come they hired me when my spoken English was obviously quite limited? Heres the story.

When sister Rosa Maria cut her finger quite badly with a knife accidentally, we were able to pay the seven dollars for her needed stitches at the nearby emergency room (ER). But when we returned several days later to have the stitches removed, we had not expected that there would be a second charge. Worse, we did not have the money to cover the fee.

What? We asked in dismay. We dont have any money. I then turned to my sister and told her, Rosie, lets go home and Ill take them off with a pair of scissors.

Oh no, no, dont do that! my sister said, somewhat panicky. As we looked at each other wondering what to do, the receptionist then told us to sit down. I am going to call Sister Marguerite, and see what she suggests.

Shortly after that, Sister Marguerite made her appearance. She listened attentively as we related how we had just arrived from Cuba and we had no money. She was obviously moved and she said, We will offer you the service at no charge. We recognize your situation.

To my surprise she went on to say, We have a job opening here in the emergency room as a secretary. Ill like for you to try it. And lets see if it works out. Her face was friendly and reassuring. I could not believe my eyes! I had just been fired from a previous job that I held for two weeks, and my confidence was low. The employer had said, Go home and learn some English and Ill hire you again. I was grateful for work.

And I was more grateful later, after learning that one of the nurses spoke to Sister Marguerite on my behalf that day, saying she would take full responsibility for me. Others in the emergency room indicated that they did not think I could do it, so I will always remain thankful for the support of this nurse.

Within six months in the job my English was flourishing. Although my vocabulary still had some blind spots. For example, one day a drunken patient came into the emergency room and kept talking to me and telling me things. I was accustomed to not understanding some words, especially if the speaker was slurred, so I simply and pleasantly responded, Yes sir, good point. One of the Spanish doctors came to me and said in Spanish, Lala hes insulting you. Hes calling you curse words. It was then that I realized I might know much English, but the teachers had not taught me curse words. I made it a point to broaden my vocabulary soon after!

Enrolling at Catholic University and the Cuban Refugee Defense Loans

The job schedule at the ER was from 3 p.m. till midnight and turned out to be great for me. Now I was free during the day. I could attend classes at nearby Catholic University. I changed majors to pursue my real interest, psychology. Not only did I have a job in the United States, but now I was able to follow my dream and study the career that I really wanted!

It was snowing my first day as a student at the Catholic University. But I was so happy and so proud that I used my bare hands to remove the snow from the windshield. What a lesson. My hands almost froze! I was in pain for some time. Even though I was ready to study in English, I would still have to learn some of the most basic things about America, like how to deal with snow.

One factor that was crucial to my being able to study was the fact that I had access to a student loan. It was called the Cuban Refugee Defense Loan, and it was underwritten by the Defense Department. This loan was of great help to me. It was of about $2,000 per year. After graduating, in 1968, I paid it all back, and I seemed to remember the interest was of about five to six percent. And I am deeply grateful for having had this opportunity to finish my career. Not only was I able to obtain better paying jobs, but my English improved tremendously, and I am sure it made me more valuable as a U.S. citizen because I was able to complete my education.

It was advocated that, having so many young, Cuban college students arrive in America, it was strategically very important to assist them in completing their education so that they could be better prepared and more capable of helping the United States, especially when in 1957, Russia had launched a satellite called Sputnik, into a low elliptical earth orbit and there was great concern that Russia was ahead of the U.S. in the space race.

Helping Feed Our Family

As I studied, I kept working. My small salary had great importance for the family. I remember looking out the window of the emergency room office and seeing my dad standing up in the parking lot next to his car. He had said, I will be there waiting in the parking lot. Please signal to me when you get the check and Ill come and get it. Our finances were so tight that he needed that money to buy the groceries for the family to eat that evening.

I felt so important. My small contribution was crucial to the family. I was the oldest one at home. My brother George was in the Jesuit Novitiate in Santo Domingo, and my sister Lourdes had entered the Ursuline convent and was now in a convent in New Rochelle, New York. My sister Teresa had stayed in Miami with family relatives. So, I was the oldest one at home, and it made me feel important to be able to contribute to our new life and be able to help my parents.

My dad, I could tell, really appreciated it. He would tell me with love and gentleness. I will return this money to you. As a proud wage earner, he must have felt terrible that after all his hard work and extra jobs he still needed his daughters help to buy the evening meal. I will write everything in this notebook, he told me. For the longest time he made it a point to keep record of every penny I gave the family.

Eventually, my dads career progressed and he no longer needed extra help. I continued to give him $100 per month to help with the expenses as long as I lived with the family but that was the limit of my contribution. Now as I reach the later years of my life I become even more grateful to him for his recognition of my contributions during the difficult times.

Building a New Life

Entering the United States, my family and I felt really motivated to succeed. In some textbooks it is called immigrant push. And thats the way we felt. This was the land of opportunity. My father and my two grandfathers had attended universities here and then returned to Cuba to apply all their knowledge to improve the lives of their loved ones and their beloved Cuba. We believed, in those early days in the United States, that it would be the same for us. We expected our stay to be a short one. We anticipated that Fidel Castros government was going to fall apart any minute, and we would be able to go back to Cuba. We were definitively wrong, but it would be a long time before each one of us realized that was true.

In America, do as Americans do! my dad would emphasize. Speak English, and learn to be on time. That may seem like an odd thing to emphasize, but being on time is an American value. It was somewhat different from the way we were raised. We learned the differences as we went along, and changed whenever we could.

We kept our own ties with other Cubans in the area. Catholic University had over fifty Cuban refugee students who had recently arrived, and we formed a group and helped each other in many ways. At lunchtime I would sit with the other Cubans at the table. This was my choice. Sometimes this is referred to as voluntary segregation. I did not feel rejected by the Americans. I worked my way into the American culture. But there were times when I purposely looked for the company of other Cubans.

I also went to the meetings of the Chess Club. My dad was an avid chess player, and we spent a great amount of time at our Cuban farm playing chess. I still remember the book, Chess the Easy Way, by Reuben Fine, which I read completely.

It was there at the Chess Club that I met my future husband, Vincent. I spent numerous hours playing chess. And, later on, when we were married, we participated in many chess tournaments. I still remembered when I was eight months pregnant playing in a tournament in Oregon. The men could not conceive that a very pregnant woman in her eighth month was able to play chess. They were not careful, and found themselves losing. It was fun. One more factor in my winning was that my approach to chess playing was unconventional. It was the way my dad had taught me.

One of the players whom I defeated later on told me, You could become one of the most competitive women players if that interests you. But I came to the realization that this was not my calling in life. I really did not look forward to sitting there three or four hours thinking of chess moves. When I was single, I enjoyed the opportunity to meet young men and make friends. Once I was married, that was no longer a motivation. I preferred other activities that involved more social interactions.

One of the most enjoyable incidents was one time when I visited the Georgetown University Chess Club. A young man offered to play chess with me. As I started gaining advantage, many of the other players started surrounding us. I wondered why. Later on, I found out that he was the President of the Chess Club. And here I was clearly getting ahead! Ultimately, he decided to offer me a draw. And I accepted it. It was fun. After that one time, everyone became very careful when they played with me, and it was not that easy to win any more. Maybe, as I look back, I can think that one of the main factors was that they did not take me seriously because I was a woman and this is not a game that many women play.
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Photo Courtesy of Mr. Pardo

Manuel Suarez and Eloisa Gaston Suarez in a studio photo, in 1987. After years settled in the Washington, DC, area to raise their family, Manuel and Eloisa (Elita) moved to Miami, Florida, where he continued research in engineering at Florida State University until his death at eighty-four years of age.
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Photo Made for Hire

Lala Suarez (before being married) photographed at Ocean City, New Jersey, in 1963.
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Photo Made for Hire

Lala Suarez with fashionable big hairdo in 1965, as a college student at Georgetown University and Catholic University.
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Photo Made for Hire 
 
Captain Vincent Mooney in his Army uniform before deployment to Vietnam in 1968.
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Photo Made for Hire

Lala Suarez Mooney and Vincent Mooneys wedding portrait, 1968.
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Mooney Family Photo

Lala and Vincent Mooney during the traditional cutting of wedding cake at a small reception following the wedding ceremony in Trinity Chapel, Georgetown, Washington, D.C., in November 1968.

[image: ]

Mooney Family Photo

Lala and Vincent Mooneys wedding reception in Washington, D.C., in November, 1968. From left to right, front row: Evelio Garcia Carreras, Rosi Garcia Carreras, Marguy Suarez, Vincent Mooney, Lala Suarez Mooney, Eloisa Suarez (mother), Manuel Suarez (father) with grandson, possibly Luis Bernados son of Teresa Bernardo. Back row from left to right: baby Ellie Hidalgo, Manuel Hidalgo, holding baby Ellie Hidalgo, Rosie Garcias Carreras, Ely Hidalgo holding baby Rosie Hidalgo, Charlie Suarez, and Mel Suarez.
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Photo Courtesy of Tamara Lackey Photography, Chapel Hill, North Carolina

Lala and Vincents daughter, Margarita A. Mooney, in 2009, is Associate Professor of Congregational Studies at Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton, New Jersey. Margarita earned her Masters degree and doctorate in sociology from Princeton University, and her Bachelors of Arts in psychology from Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut. Most recently she served as an Associate Research Scientist in the Department of Sociology at Yale.
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Photo by George Suarez

Cashiers at the Consumer Discount Supermarket Co-op checked the groceries accumulated by Lala and all of her family members after the Pepsi National Shopping Sweepstakes win gave them a shopping spree. It took eight cashiers twice as much time to ring up all the goods the family managed to accumulate than the family had been allotted to shop and grab!

__________________

87 Dr. Clyde Cowan, Jr. (19191974) co-discovered, with Frederick Reines, the neutrino, for which Reines accepted the Nobel Prize in both their names.

88 A neutrino is a neutral subatomic particle.





13. THE SWEEPSTAKES
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Mel Remembers

Editors Note: In this section Mel narrates his experience.

It was 1964. We had been in the United States for three years. One day my brothers Xavier and Charlie went to get a pizza at the local supermarket before a basketball game. There was a little box for the Pepsi National Shopping Sweepstakes. First prize was to be payments for thirty minutes of shopping plus a station wagon, second prize thirty minutes and no station wagon, and third prize fifteen minutes shopping. Winners could choose their store. So, each of my brothers filled out three or four entries and dropped the slips of paper in the box.

Some days later my parents answered the front door as a couple of men joyfully announced, You have just won a Pepsi-Cola prize! The men said they were being considered as one of the finalists! The men became really enthusiastic when they discovered we were a family with fourteen children! It was clear they felt this was going to be a good promotion for Pepsi-Cola.

As it turned out we won third prize, which meant Pepsi-Cola would pay for all the groceries that we could snap up in fifteen minutes. According to the rules, the whole family could shop during those fifteen minutes. That meant, including my mom and dad, fourteen people. (One of my sisters, Lourdes, was a nun at an Ursuline convent in Peru and another sister was on vacation in Miami.) Dad chose the Co-op store in nearby Hyattsville, Maryland, where we usually shopped. I was with Dad when we went to see the delighted manager to tell him we had chosen his store. They discussed the displays we were hoping they would have and what merchandise we would want. They would accommodate us by moving displays around to optimize the experience.

Dad, being an engineer, decided we should first practice the shopping spree concept. He even used his stopwatch! Meanwhile the Co-op placed a sign in the front: Meet the Suarez Family! Theyre Going on a Huge Shopping Spree! The sign included our large family pictured in staircase fashion. There was even a contest to guess the value of what we were going to gather; whoever guessed closest would win a valuable prize. For a few weeks there was a lot of excitement at this little grocery store.

The owners of the Co-op did some things to help us. First, after the grocery store closed for the day, they allowed us to come in and practice. Second, the night before the event, they moved the items we decided we were going to pick, closer to the checkout counter. Third, they would allow us to place the items on the floor. Fourth, they told us not to worry if some of the products broke and they even put the cardboard boxes low to make it easier for us to pull out the containers.

When the day came, the company rolled up to the house in multi-colored golf-cart-like vehicles. We all climbed in, excited, and a little bewildered at the same time. There were already neighbors and locals starting to line up at the store as we climbed out of the colorful vehicles. There was a short party on the second floor of the grocery store during which Dad was told we couldnt use carts during the spree. What? Although Dad was not pleased, but we brushed it off. This would be only a minor setback.

My dad had given us our assignments. My first was a tower of hairspray in the aisle furthest to the right. With a resounding Start shopping! booming out over the sound system, I ran, grabbed a hug-full of hair spray cansunable to carry them all. They were slipping through my arms. When I got to the counter, I had only about six left. I threw them down but decided, next time to grip them tighter.

The ladies, who shop there, cordoned off by a row of shopping carts, are yelling, Get this! Get that! I was so thankful for their help. They all seemed to be enjoying the fun, too. But, then I noticed that my cashier couldnt keep up with the flow of goods. Seeing about ten checkout lines, I decided to revert to my football talent and basically started tossing the stuff to the counter, sideways. The merchandise was flying all over. I became a shopping machine.

The place was a total and complete zoo. There were fifteen of us who ran around like crazy including the Pepsi representative who was wheeled around in a cart with a large camera recording the event. The event made it to the 7 p.m. news the following day on most of the TV channels. The Pepsi-Cola Company received volumes of free advertising with this event. Dad was captured in a photo carrying four turkeys. My brother George carried tons of coffee to the checkout counter, although one container broke open, strewing coffee granules everywhere. Except for two sisters, we were all there: Mom, Dad, George, Teri, Lala, Marguy, Ely, Rosie, Xavier, Charles, Mel [me], Mary, Manny, and Fred. All of us were moving as fast as humanly possible. At the end we were laughing and crying. People were clapping. It was total mayhem. Piles and piles of merchandise were strewn about on the floor. There is a sea of brown bags covering the area behind the counters.

During those fifteen minutes our take was over $12,000; in todays inflated dollars, that would be almost $90,000. Not bad for fourteen minutes. There was a YouTube video that showed us running around right at the beginning.

George Remembers

Editors Note: In this section George narrates his experience.

I recall we were allowed to practice at night after the store closed, and I asked where wed put things if the checkout counter was full of groceries. They said just set them beside it, so we ended up throwing things on the floor.

Dad assigned me to a stack of coffee. The cardboard cartons were cut in the middle with tops removed. Although they had instructed us not to bring things to the counter in boxes, I paid no attention to them because bringing coffee to the counter a few jars at a time was too slow even if it was stacked close to the counter. So, I would grab hold of the box full of big coffee jars and throw it forward toward the counter where they were ringing it up. A member of the Pepsi company approached me from behind and told my very seriously, What youre doing goes against the established rules. But, since he said it in English, I answered in the most broken English possible, I do not understand English. And I continued throwing the boxes of coffee on the floor. Not realizing coffee was in glass jars, the Pepsi organizers had allowed us to place and slide the groceries on the floor toward the check out. Many of them did break. The staff from the store would put them up in the checkout conveyor for the cashiers to process them.

I believe because of the size of our family we managed to beat all prior records because we collected something over $12,000.

So, what did we do with that much food and products? Well, the owners of the Co-op had offered to buy back from my dad the merchandise at wholesale price. This they did, and handed my dad a check for $8,000. Naturally, this was a confidential arrangement and not disclosed to the public. We did get a small amount of groceries; mostly those that had been somewhat damaged and could not be sold again. Needless to say, from that time on the only soft drinks in our house were Pepsi-Cola products.

The sweepstakes money allowed us to buy a new house! Coincidentally, Dad was about to change jobs. An engineering firm in McLean, Virginia, had hired him and we were living in Hyattsville, Marylanddifferent states but both suburbs of Washington, D.C. so, with this Godsend in hand, my parents were able to buy a house in Virginia in an excellent location for about $27,000.

For My Part

Lala said, Personally, I became a little anxious when I saw that the money was going to be spent quickly. I decided to ask my parents for some of it, since I had been contributing monthly to the household expenses for about four years. It worked. They agreed to give me $500 with which I bought a Volkswagen Beetle, which at that time was selling new for $1595. I had only been in the United States for four years and now I was the proud owner of a brand new car. Now, instead of begging around for a ride home after work, I could drive myself back and forth and even drive my siblings around to their doctors appointments and other events.

Our family had been introduced to a whole new concept in Americathe sweepstakesand, with it, the American dream had come to our door in a very surprising and unexpected way in a way we had not dreamed of.
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Photo by George Suarez

Alex Mooneys Dartmouth College graduation day 1992.
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Photo by Lala Mooney

Lala and Vincent Mooneys four children, standing in front of the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington, D.C., in 1991 when the family gathered for Margaritas graduation from Bishop O'Connell High School in Arlington, Virginia.
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Mooney Family Photo

The Mooney family on the campus of Carnegie Mellon University, attending the graduation of Patrick Mooney. Front, left to right: Margarita Mooney, Patrick Mooney, and Alex Mooney. Back row, left to right: Lala Suarez Mooney, Vincent Mooney, Sr., and Vincent Mooney, Jr. (1993)
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Photo by Melchor Suarez

Lalas brother Mel Suarez with his bride Susan Babb, on their wedding day, Boston, Massachusetts, March 12, 1994. Cardinal Sean Patrick OMalley, O.F.M. Cap., who is a close friend of the Suarez family, was the officiant. Front row left to right: Lourdes, Mary, Susan Babb (bride), Mel (groom), Eloisa and Manuel (Lalas parents), and Cardinal Sean OMalley. Back row left to right: Charlie, Lala, Ely, Xavier, Fred, Mane, Manny, Rosa Maria, Teri, and Marguy.
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Photo by George Suarez

Manny Suarez, Lalas brother number thirteen, and wife, Kathy, the day of their wedding in Tampa, Florida. Sisters Ely and Rosie can be seen behind the groom, circa 1981.





14. MAKING OUR NEW LIVES
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Adapting to a New Country

When my family arrived in the United States, only four of the children, including me, were over twenty years old. The youngest, Fred, was three years old. Naturally, our experiences varied according to our age of arrival. The older group was comprised of all girls, seven sisters, with only one boy, George. The younger group was comprised of five boys and just one girl, Mary, in between. When the older group, mostly girls, arrived in the United States, we had already entered our teens. We were dating and starting relationships. But the younger group, mostly boys, had not entered that phase of life yet.

Our house was in Hyattsville, Maryland, and we often attended the parties organized by Cuban and other Latin American students, mostly students at the Catholic University that was about ten minutes from our home. This provided us with a convenient group of young friends our age. Often American students would join our parties, providing a good mix of friends. Within a couple years, the older sisters married their Cuban boyfriends who had also come to the States. Of the eight sisters, four married their Cuban boyfriends, and went on to be wives and mothers. I was the first one to marry an American, Vincent Mooney, Sr., and later my much younger sister, Mary, also married an American, Dr. Peter Hamm. Two other sisters did not marry. Lourdes (number 1) was an Ursuline nun, sent to Peru where she lived most of her life. Margarita (number 5) became a nurse and went to Vietnam to serve our country. Upon her return, she became a counselor and devoted her life to helping families.

All my brothers attended college and subsequently had successful careers. The two oldest boys married Cuban-born girlfriends. Then three of the remaining younger brothers married American-born women. The oldest boy, George, was in a Jesuit seminary for eight years but ultimately decided not to continue. He then obtained his Masters degree in education at the University of Virginia and became a principal and Assistant Superintended of Education in Miami.

The next in line, Xavier (number 9), was the oldest of the second group. He was the first boy after my mom had six girls in a row. The whole Nela Sugar Mill celebrated his arrival with joy. After obtaining an engineering degree from Villanova University, in Philadelphia, Xavier changed majors and went on to Harvard to study law and government. As a young man, Xavier moved to Miami, where he entered politics. In 1985, he was elected mayor, and became the first Cuban American mayor of a big city in the United States. As you might imagine, Xavier has always been an inspiration to all of us.

Charlie (number 10) obtained a degree in architecture from the University of Virginia. He worked in that field for a while and moved to management jobs. He currently lives in New Jersey.

Mel (number 11) obtained his Bachelors in Engineering from Villanova University and then obtained a graduate degree in Aeronautical Engineering from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). He currently lives in Boston.

Manny (number 13) became a high school math teacher. Before that, he was a successful basketball player, with an impressive height of six feet and seven inches not often seen among Cuban refugees. Manny won a full basketball scholarship to the University of Jacksonville. Subsequently, he obtained a Masters in Education from the University of Tampa and worked as a math teacher for most of his life. He shares his story in a chapter of this book. In it he vividly relates his experiences as he arrived to America at the age of five.

Fred (number 14) completed his general studies and went on to a very successful job in private industry in the area of accounting and management. In 2015, the good Lord took him to heaven, after a long, painful bout with cancer. We miss him, but his love and enthusiasm remains in our hearts.

The following stories are from three additional siblings who have expressed in their own words the obstacles and challenges they encountered when they arrived to the United States and how they succeeded.

Eloisa Remembers

Eloisa, we call her Ely, is the sixth child in the family. She was three years younger than I when we were arrested and imprisoned together by the Castro regime. Eloisa experienced her arrival in America from Cuba as a seventeen year old, and she was totally shaken by what we went through. It is something she thought about all the time. Once in the United States, Ely married her high school sweetheart and had five children. Ely and I were very close and, like with many of my sisters, I feel like she was a second mother to me. She passed away July 6, 2018, at home from a massive heart attack. She had suffered from heart disease but her death was unexpected. She will always be in my heart. Her children are a gift she left us.

Editors Note: In this section Eloisa narrates her experience.

My own opinion of leaving Cuba is that it was difficult and traumatic. I was seventeen years old on April 17, 1961, when Fidel Castro imprisoned me with my two older sisters, Lala and Teresa, for thirty-eight days. He arrested my father on the same day and kept him in jail for two months.

I saw all my friends leaving Cuba. My whole world was collapsing. Even though we are survivors, this is something I dont wish on anyone. Leaving your country of birth is not easy, and for many years I was troubled by difficult questions. Why did this tragedy happen to us? Why did Cuba become what it is? It is something that still bothers me. These are still questions I cannot answer.

My father needed to have three jobs to put food on our table. We were fourteen kids. Luckily, we all were able to leave Cuba. But my mother had a total nervous breakdown and was bedridden for quite a few years, finding it difficult to cope with her new situation. We worked to help Dad, and initially we gave him most of our salaries in order to be able to support the family.

It was such a struggle. To this very day I am amazed that I have been able to have my own family of five beautiful children, and that all of them have advanced educational degrees. I know the life we struggled to establish in America is one I am happy to give to my children, and I know my fathers hard work is part of what brought us all to this place. Yet, I often doubted we would make it, and I still turn over and over in my mind questions about why it all happened as it did.

Manny Remembers Leaving Cuba

Manny Suarez, my parents thirteenth child, is my younger brother. He remained with my mom at the house the day my dad, my sisters, and I were arrested. When he was five years old, he left Cuba on the ferry with my mom. He lives now in Oregon with his wife. He worked for thirty years as a math teacher in high school. This is his account of leaving Cuba, and in particular learning about a new world and its new language.

Editors Note: In this section Manny narrates his experience.

After the Bay of Pigs, my father, Manuel Antonio Suarez-Carreo decided to get his family out of the country. It was no small task, since he had fourteen children. His motto was God, family, country. He was about to leave his country. But first he would be arrested.

I was five years old and it was a Saturday. My sister, Maria, and I had decided to walk to Villanueva University, across the street from our house to use one of those new fancy Coca-Cola machines that had just arrived from the United States. A Coke was only five cents. On the way home, we encountered militiamen with beards and guns. We ran home crying, only to find my father and older sisters flushing anti-Castro propaganda down the toilet and burning more stuff in the fire pit in our backyard. Castro had led the Revolution against Batistas military dictatorship, but once in power, Castro turned to Russia for money and arms and in return declared himself a Communist. It was just a different dictatorship.

That afternoon they came to our house and took my father away to prison. For what crime? For political reasons. A dictators way to take over a country is to start by putting all its leaders in jail. Thats why they took my father. They also took three of my older sisters.

My mother, Eloisa, was pregnant with her fifteenth child. She had had a miscarriage not long before and was very weak. We pleaded with the militiamen to allow her to stay home and not go to jail. After two months in jail, they let my father take a twelve-hour leave to visit her in the hospital. While out, Dad eluded his guards and escaped to America in a meat boat. When the border patrol searched the boat, he hid in a freezer. Dead or alive, he thought he would never see his family again.

Once in the United States, my father began to plan our departure from Cuba. He had to arrange to bribe the Cuban officials, and my parents had to leave two sugar mills, a farm, and beautiful house in Havana. They relied also on the intercession of the wife of the Brazilian Ambassador to Cuba. Eventually, the Castro regime allowed my mother, the six youngest children (ages four to twelve) and some older sisters to board a ferry to Miami, Florida. Leaving wasnt that easy. Twice we were told to go down to the docks. Thousands of people were all trying to get on the same boat. Both times we walked back home disappointed. The third time we got on. Freedom!

We arrived in this country with nothing except the clothes on our backs. Through the generosity of many Cuban friends who had fled the country before Castros take-over, we were housed in many different homes. Ill never forget being invited to eat dinner and my older brother saying no thanks because he was too proud to accept a handout. I remember starving. My mom called me pollo flaco (skinny chicken). That is why to this day, I cannot throw away good food, and I get nervous when there is no food in the refrigerator. These experiences stick with you.

Manny Remembers Arriving in America

My father was able to find work in Washington D.C. at the Catholic University as an engineering professor. We moved into a two-bedroom apartment just outside the city line. At this time there were only eight children living at home. The two oldest children were at a convent and seminary. Three were staying with family friends in other parts of the country and one was still in Cuba, making final arrangements for her exit visa. We had five boys in one room and three girls in the other. My parents slept in the living room using a foldout bed. We had one bathroom. Many times, I had to relieve myself in the kitchen sink because one sister was using the bathroom and I could not hold it any longer. The management only allowed two children per apartment so we had only two passes for the swimming pool that we had to share. Two of us would enter and then pass the card through the fence to the next pair.

This is where I had my first accident. I borrowed a bike from a friend. I did not know how to ride yet, so I started at the top of the hill on a street. Sure enough, I landed in an ambulance being rushed to the hospital. I still have a scar on my face from that, and the doctor had to graft some skin onto my knee. This was to be the first of many trips to the hospital. My nickname was changing from pollo flaco to wild pony.

The first day of school at St. Johns, my dad dropped me off on the way to work. I did not know any English, so I sat on the school steps and watched. The very first thing the nuns did was to tell me to spit out my gum. I knew I wasnt going to like school.

I memorized the route from school to home. And I ran away from school many times that first year. The nuns would send the patrol boys after me but I outran them home. By the time they showed up at the door, my mom would say, Leave him alone; he doesnt have to go to school if he doesnt want to. Even though I was only five years old, I had to attend first grade because the school did not have a kindergarten, plus I knew no English.

At Easter the older students hid eggs and baby chickens around the campus. The first graders were allowed to hunt for them. I found over twenty eggs and three chicks. The nuns told me I had to share with the crybabies that had found none. I did not like this concept and ran home. By now my older brothers had joined me at St. Johns. So now when I ran away, rather than the patrol boys, the nuns would send my brothers after me. I beat them home, too. My brothers got smart after a while and pretended to follow me home, but they would just tell the nuns that my mother told them I could stay home.

At the end of the school year, I was so excited because at graduation I got a 2. I thought I was going onto second grade. But all it meant was Level 2 of the first grade. There were three levels of each grade. I had a long way to go.

Things got better when my father bought our first house in Hyattsville, Maryland. It had five bedrooms and a real neighborhood. After two years in first grade, I started second grade at Our Lady of Sorrows. It was a much nicer school, and my little brother Fred joined me.

One day we were supposed to memorize the Our Father, (aka The Lords Prayer) and I told the teacher I knew it, but I did not. We were told to go outside in the hallway and one-by-one to recite it for the class. I prayed so hard that something would happen. The girl in front of me puked, and I was saved. That was my first lesson in the power of prayer.

I got into my first real fight. I had the boy in a headlock. The teacher pulled me off, and when I looked at the boy his face was completely blue. I prayed very hard and promised never to fight again. I have always been able to talk myself out of fights except for a few exceptions.

In 2010, Manny visited Cuba with his two sons. He wrote to me about it briefly, saying, Lala, thanks for asking for my impressions as a child. P.S.: I visited Cuba in 2010 with my two sonsit was a very emotional trip. Love, Manny S. (the Tall Cuban now living in Oregon).

Marguys Story

Margarita, we call her Marguy, is the fifth child in our family, and she is only one year and three months younger than I am. She was in Cuba during the first year of Castros takeover, but left the country to study to be a nun for that last year before the Bay of Pigs Invasion. After serving as an United States Army nurse during the Vietnam War, Margarita returned to obtain her masters degree in social work, eventually becoming the Executive Director (E.D.) of Virginia Satir, one of the top three family therapist organizations in the United States. Her suffering was the anguish she felt as she heard about the difficulties and imprisonment of her beloved family in Cuba. She could only experience this from a distance and feel helpless. These burdens, too, linger for a lifetime, as she relates in her story.

I left Cuba in August 1960, in a time when it was already difficult to leave Cuba. I was eighteen and wanted to leave Cuba to become a nun in the order of the Maryknoll Sisters. I feel my travels and ultimately moving to the U.S. had three parts. First, I left Cuba to go to Mexico for one year for education and a probationary time with the nuns, who could get a chance to know me, and me to know them. Second, I traveled from Mexico to St. Louis, Missouri, in the United States. This trip took place a year earlier than planned. It was decided by the order that I wouldnt go back to Cuba, as initially planned, because things between Cuba and United States were getting tense. The nuns were concerned that I would not be able to come back to the United States if I first went over to Cuba.

Third, after a stay in the convent in Missouri, it was decided that this was not a place for me, and I left the order and joined some of my family in Maryland.

In the fall of 1960, Fidel Castro had been in power for over a year, and the government started to put restrictions on what people were allowed to take out of the country. All I was allowed to take with me to Mexico was one suitcase and ten dollars. I left by myself, and it was kind of hard, but I left comforted with the idea that I would return to Cuba before the trip to United States and be able to make the final decision on entering the convent at home.

At the airport, those of us who were about to leave were separated from the others who had accompanied us but were not going to be passengers. The passengers were put in a special room. My father and one of my sisters waited for a while at the airport but then left. I felt lonely and realized that I was taking the next step in my life.

Mom had written me a beautiful letter about my birth, and she had instructed me that this was to open once I was in the plane. After takeoff, I could feel her love as I read her words of encouragement and support. Later, during my time in Mexico, I heard about mothers miscarriage. It was hard to hear that and not be able to be there in Cuba with my family.

I began the second phase or step in my departure from life in Cuba with my arrival in the United States. I came to enter the novitiate (or noviciatea novice nun who takes training before taking their final vows) in St, Louis, Missouri, but with a stop at the Maryknoll Sisters Mother House in New York City. After a few days in there, I traveled to St. Louis by train. This was all very new and exciting for me.

But, news from home became increasingly troubling. I continued to hear about the problems with the new regime in Cuba through newspapers. I felt bad about the hard time my family was having. I felt terrible and miserable when news reached me that the invasion at the Bay of Pigs had failed. From a letter Mom wrote, I heard about the arrest of Dad and three siblings including my sister Lala. Mom described how the militiamen decided to occupy our house for several days with the excuse that they were guarding the house.

One day, Uncle Luis Suarez and his wife Bonnie, who lived in Louisiana, came to visit me in St. Louis. It was the same day or close to that day in July 1961, when Dad arrived to the United States. Uncle Luis was able to connect us by phone. It was a very emotional phone call.

Against the backdrop of all this upheaval in the country of my birth, I spent two years in the novitiate. It became clear to the nuns, and me however, that somehow religious life was not for me. That is when I left the convent and headed home, not to Cuba, but to live with my family that had gathered together and was living in Maryland.

I had a hard time on the plane to say the least. I had the feeling that I had failed. It was such a difficult journey. When I arrived at the airport, several family members were waiting for me. It was so good to see their faces and be in their company again.

It was then, however, that I finally was able to sit down and hear the stories in detail directly from everyone. The reality about the hard times in Cuba struck me with new force. It was also then when I experienced the life of a refugee. In the convent, I did not need to worry about food, clean clothing, or any financial anguish. Here, there were struggles to make ends meet and struggles emotionally, too. Yet, we managed as a family and supported each other.

As I grappled with leaving the novitiate I also felt guilty that I had left Cuba to be a nun at a difficult time for my family. I had to take in how much they had suffered without my being near to support them, and so I also felt like I had failed as a daughter and a sister. As I look back on my life, I believe this guilt was one reason I chose to become an Army Nurse and volunteered to go to Vietnam. My service was a kind of amends to those I had not helped in dire crisis.

Marguy is no longer with us. In 2015, Marguy was diagnosed with Multiple Myeloma most probably as a result of her exposure to agent orange in Vietnam. She passed away on October 17, 2018. I was very fortunate to be in the room with her at her home in Seattle when she took her last breath. While no longer on this earth, my sister Marguy is always in my heart.

Francis Suarez Becomes Mayor of Miami

The great news hit the air as I was arriving at the airport in Miami. I was ecstatic. My nephew Francis Suarez was elected mayor of Miami, on November 7, 2017. Not only that. He had won with a huge margin of votes: 86 percent. I had managed to arrive in Miami to be there on the day of the election, and I had the privilege to be there at the Hilton Hotel to celebrate his election at the victory party. What an accomplishment.

Still in my mind the question lingered all night. What did Francis do in order to obtain such a demonstration of trust from the voters? In all my years of campaigning and participation in elections I had never seen such an impressive number, 86 percent! A recent article by Shepard Nevel expresses everyones admiration. He talks about how much political dysfunction there is in the U.S. and goes on to comment how refreshing it is to have a politician who can demonstrate effective, unifying leadership. The Miami Mayor, Francis Suarez, accomplished the exceptional accomplishment of capturing 86 percent of the vote.89

As his aunt, I am so very proud of him. I still remember campaigning for him, in Miami, eight years ago, when he first ran for Commissioner of the City of Miami. Who would have told me that in just eight years he would be elected mayor? I am so very proud to see how in these eight years Francis has managed to gain the trust and reliance of the city of Miami.

I should also observe how my brother, Xavier, had success in being mayor of Miami in 1985, that had influenced his son, Francis, but also my son, Alex. Alex campaigned for Xavier several times in Miami, and received the inspiration to seek a career in public life and follow the trailblazing example of his uncle. It is with pride that we can confirm how the American political system allows for hard-working citizens to take leadership positions in this country.

I Got MarriedLalas story

Having met my husband at the Catholic University Chess Club, I was the first one of my siblings to marry an American. I met Vincent when I was twenty-five years old. I had had several boyfriends before him, and now I was ready to settle down and start a new life. For all newly married couples, this means creating a new life together. For me, it also meant that the idea of returning to Cuba was fading as my life continued to adjust to a new world.

Im so grateful to Vincent and his family for the way they welcomed me. In addition to Vincents interest in playing chess, he was an avid reader, and his conversations were always interesting. Throughout our marriage we enjoyed attending political activities and lectures. He was a great thinker, in some ways similar to my dad. And, as a family, our life was totally centered on our children.

My Beautiful Children

Vincent and I had four wonderful children: Vincent, Alex, Patrick, and Margarita. Ultimately, we shared many values we imparted to our children, and as they grew our children continued to value education. Vincent Jr. and Margarita both became college professors. Vincent Jr. obtained his bachelors degree at Yale and his masters and PhD in Engineering and Computer Science at Stanford University in California. He is now a professor at Georgia Tech. Margarita obtained her bachelors at Yale and her masters and PhD at Princeton. She is now a professor of Sociology and Theology at Princeton. The two boys in the middle chose other fields. Alex graduated from Dartmouth and decided to enter politics. He is now a United States Congressman. Patrick graduated from Carnegie Mellon in Business Administration and is very successful in the business field. They have given me fourteen grandchildren. I am so thankful to God for them. And thankful to my husband, who is no longer with us, for his dedication and love for our family.
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Photo by Myra Waldstein

Youngest sibling of the family, Fred (Fernando) Suarez and his bride Myra Waldstein on September 17, 1992, pictured with older sister Lourdes Suarez, an Ursuline nun.
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Photo by George Suarez

Sister Lourdes Suarez, the oldest of fourteen siblings is enjoying an afternoon of singing while Lala visited her at the Ursulines retirement center in Illinois, circa 2009.
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Photo Courtesy George Suarez

Lalas sister, Marguy Suarez at age fifteen in Cuba, 1957.
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Suarez Family Photo

Lalas sister, Marguy Suarez, during her tour of duty as a nurse in Vietnam, circa 1971. She is holding a Vietnamese toddler who was hospitalized and recovered. As a nurse she performed many different duties and had many different roles when caring for American soldiers, many of whom died in her arms. Marguy volunteered to extend her tour of duty for an additional six months.
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Photo by Jennifer Suarez, Wife of Carlos

From left to right is Carlos Suarez, Lala Mooney, Ambassador Carlos Trujillo, and Jaime Suarez. Jaime Suarez is Lalas cousin. His son is Carlos Suarez, who is the Chief of Staff to Ambassador Carlos Trujillo. Carlos Trujillo was recently appointed to be the Chief of Staff to the Organization of American States (OAS). He was sworn in as Ambassador to the OAS May 2, 2018, by Vice President Mike Pence.
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Photo by Robert Carpenter

Lala Mooney, with her four children and twelve grandchildren at the Gaston Family Reunion in Miami, Florida, 2013. Front, left to right: Margarita, Araceli, Vinny (with baby Anastasia in front), Leila, Anthony, Selina, Lucas, Grace, and Cami. Back row, left to right: Justin, Chandler, Samantha, Mary, and Alex. Third row, left to right: Patrick, Ryan, Nicky, and Lala.
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__________________

89. Nevel, Shepard, Mayor Suarez & the Politics of the Future. Communitynewspapers.com, Dec. 4, 2017.





15. RAISING A U.S. CONGRESSMAN
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The Beginning

Even more, deep in my heart I remembered as a child not having my mom next to me at times when I needed her, since my parents sent us to a boarding school in Havana for nine months out of the year. I was resilient, true. And, I had two older sisters who were like mother substitutes in the boarding school. I had come to understand that my parents had made the best possible decisions for our education. Possibly, I became stronger because of it. But I also remembered many, many nights crying myself to sleep. Wishing that I had my mom there next to me. So, in my heart, I was determined that it was going to be different for my children. I was going to be there for them. I enjoyed giving them the best that a mother could possibly give.

As I look back, I remembered one specific instance that could be considered a good example of what I used to do. I want to enter a speech contest, Alex announced one day. He was in the fifth grade and had this wonderful innovative teacher, Mrs. Bernadette Emerson. I will forever remain grateful to her. So, Alex and I sat down to write the speech. Alex had just bought one of the first computers in the market, a Commodore 64, and decided to write about the computer and demonstrate to his classmates how computers functioned. Most students had never seen how a computer worked, so it was a great topic.

Alex wrote the speech himself. As he read the speech aloud to me, I was surprised. My Lord! I said to myself. He is tremendous. He is a natural. His intonation was clear and convincing. The sentences were direct and just the right length. It was really very impressive. I had taken several courses in linguistics during my studies at Georgetown University, so I was able to better appreciate his strengths. He had an innate gift in this area, and we had just discovered it. I was thrilled.

Looking back, we can see that choosing the topic of the computer was an excellent strategy. It was around 1985, and the topic of computers to other students would be unusual. I have to give credit to my husband Vincent, too. He worked as a computer programmer, so we had an in-house expert. Even more, Alex himself with the money he had earned through his paper route had bought this computer. It cost $700 dollars. He used all of his savings for it.

The day of the speech, both Alex and I could be seen carrying the big computer in our station wagon as we headed to St. Johns Catholic School in Frederick, Maryland. We enjoyed this adventure as we anticipated the impression of his classmates. I sat in the school auditorium in a far-away corner, listening proudly to every single word he said. His performance was perfect (if I say so myself), and his classmates gave him enthusiastic applause. Many of them had never seen a computer and were completely at awe. I was the proudest mother in the world. The teacher asked the students to vote for the best speech. Alex won hands down. It was a great day.

But it did not stop there. In sixth grade he won the school public speaking competition and was invited to deliver the speech to an adult audience in the local Optimist Club. The judges were local leaders, including the editor of the town newspaper. His dad and I watched him nervously. As he delivered the speech, we noticed that he fixed his eyes on the newspaper editor and other judges. We were in awe. I made it a point to look at the judges as I spoke, he told us proudly afterwards. As I looked back I am not sure how he learned this strategy, but it worked! He won the first prize for the entire county.

And the excitement continued. Having won the first prize in the local competition made him eligible to attend the state competition in Ocean City, Maryland. The following weekend we packed up the whole family in our old station wagon and headed for the beach. As Alex packed for the trip, I saw that he took his two winning trophies and put them inside the suitcase. I was so touched. Who would have thought to pack trophies for a three-day trip? I knew this conveyed how much the entire experience meant to him.

Once in Ocean City, Alex listened to the speeches by the winners from other middle schools throughout the state. In the end, he did not win this event, but it was a great experience for him observing other students performing at the highest levels.

This early success in speech had a great influence all throughout Alexs life. Not only did it allow him to develop a specific skill, but he also gained confidence in public speaking and engaging the audience.

Speech in Front of Marilyn Quayle

High school courses and teachers provided Alex with excellent experiences that would help him with his career in public life. Alex was selected for roles in several plays. This provided him with a great opportunity to continue speaking in public and in front of large crowds. As his mother, I was proud to see him stand in the center of the stage, addressing the whole auditorium with self-confidence and clarity. Now, as I talk to Alex and my three other children, they all remembered their years at this public high school as challenging and formative. The school and its teachers gave them experiences that have helped them for the rest of their lives. In Alexs case, that would include public speaking.

In particular, there was one incident during Alexs senior year, in 1989, that stuck with me. It was a sign of things to come. We were attending a ceremony in Prince Georges County where Alex was receiving a scholastic award. It had been a long drive to gather with teachers and students from many different schools. In attendance was Marilyn Quayle,90 the wife of the then Vice President of the United States.

When the time came for Alex to be called up to receive his award from his school counselor, the counselor was nowhere to be found. Someone announced that the counselor had called to say that she was not able to attend. While there was still a bustle of adults running the ceremony, all of the sudden, my son stood up and walked toward the microphone. With command of the situation, Alex addressed the full house explaining the meaning of his scholastic award. Then he calmly explained that his hometown of Frederick was more than one-and-a-half hours away, so the counselor must have had to balance her desire to be there to hand him this award with the demands of her job.

As I sat there listening to my son I was astounded by his composure during such a challenging situation. As with each of my children, there were particular moments when I realized they were taking steps to become fulfilled adults in the world. At that moment, I realized that my son was now growing into a man. Looking back, I was also seeing my son step into his lifes purpose as a leader.

Newspaper Delivery and Other Jobs

From about third grade Alex had a paper route. This was an afternoon paper route, which he did after he came home from school. It covered about five blocks around our neighborhood. He received a grand salary of five dollars per week. After a couple of weeks, he decided to hire his sister Margarita and paid her one-dollar per week. But in time Margarita made her calculations and demanded a better share for her work.

Vincent and I always emphasized the value of work. As the kids became older they continued to earn money by doing yard work, babysitting, and as teenagers working in fast food restaurants or delivering pizzas.

I do what maybe many other mothers do. I keep asking myself What was the major contribution that I gave them as a mother? I come to the realization that my training in the field of psychology was an important factor. I always made it a point to observe the child. To be sensitive to what they had a desire to do, and to help them with it.

But the most essential factor I would like to mention is our profound commitment to our religious values. In Frederick, Maryland, where we settled the family, I found a lively community centered on St. Johns Church and school. I will be forever indebted to them. They deserve the greatest credit.

Alex Elected State Senator at Age Twenty-seven

I clearly remember the day Alex told me, Mom, I am going to run for state senator in Maryland. We were driving in the car, returning from a visit at Capitol Hill. My brother Xavier, who was then the Mayor of Miami, had arranged for a family dinner at the Capitol with a group of Hispanic congressmen and senators. It had been a very good conversation among the members of the group, and people came away inspired and motivated. But Alexs announcement stunned me.

I would kill him, one of my relatives said later on, If my son would say that to me, I would kill him! It did appear far-fetched, at first, so impossible. It seemed almost too big. But there he was, determined to go forward with his plan to run for state senator in Maryland. And I wanted to support his dream.

When he launched his first election campaign, fortunately, I worked in the school system as a guidance counselor. That meant I was totally free to help him during the three months of the summer.

I did go back to work when school opened in the fall, but I traveled back to Frederick during the weekends and helped in the campaign efforts. Often, I hear people complain. Why are politicians asking for money? Why should I volunteer? Cant they do it by themselves? My answer is, No! They cannot do it by themselves. But then those same people also complain when politicians who win do not seem in touch with their concerns. My answer is the same, No. They cannot do it by themselves. It is our responsibility, too. Not only theirs.

When my summer vacation started, I packed up and moved to live in a room in my sons townhouse in Maryland. I was about to participate on a whole new level in the democratic process. Since I had lost my country of birth fleeing danger for speaking freely, now being able to talk freely and advocate for my beliefs had a great meaning for me. Working on my sons campaign had a personal meaning beyond being a proud mom. I arrived in Maryland ready to do whatever was needed.

On my first day working for my sons campaign, I walked into the basement of his townhouse and found the campaign manager who was running the show. She was a very motivated young lady, very task-oriented. She told me, Alex is going to go door-knocking today. You can go with him. I was rattled a bit. This felt awkward that a twenty-one-year-old college student was issuing me orders, and I didnt really know her. I was probably in summer-vacation mode and I sure didnt know the pace, yet, of a political campaign, because I replied, I am going to wash my hair. Ill be ready in about one hour.

Alex is leaving in fifteen minutes, she asserted. That was it. From that moment on, I moved into a higher gear and made every effort to do everything as I was told to do. I was there to help, and I even became a little humbler than I had anticipated.

To be candid, I really did not think Alex had a great chance of winning. Others agreed with me. But it would be a good experience for him, I thought, and I wanted to support my son. One issue in his campaign that motivated me the most was the right to life. Alexs primary opponent was a Republican senator who had voted in favor of partial birth abortion, which is a procedure to end the pregnancy during the last days of the pregnancy. Several people in Frederick from many walks of life were furious about the position this senator took. And so was I.

As I went door-to-door talking with voters, I carried a picture of how the procedure is performed. Alexs staff had prepared it. I had it ready in my purse and I would show it to people when appropriate. To my surprise, few voters knew about this procedure at all. In one case, one of the top nurses in the nearby hospital was not even aware that the hospital was doing abortions. I felt proud to be able to open peoples eyes to the facts about this barbaric medical procedure, and helped them realize the importance of their vote.

Campaigning with Alex

Alex worked hard to win the primary in his first campaign to become a Maryland state senator. So did I! All summer Alex and I would leave the townhouse in the morning and not return until after sunset. As the fall months approached, I was relieved to see that the sunset earlier and the days grew shorter. It meant when I campaigned with him on weekends that we couldnt be out so long! Campaigning was exhausting, but rewarding.

During the first couple of weeks of my summer vacation, it was just Alex and I going door-to-door, as he was training me. I would take one side of the street and he would take the other. Often people were not at home, so we would leave a flyer at the door. If someone answered the door, I would call Alex and have him or her meet him personally. This means a lot to people. Meeting the candidate in person can make the whole difference in how they vote. Also, it allows them to ask specific questions. I was so proud of him, observing his ability to relate to people and how they enjoyed meeting him.

As new volunteers joined, Alex and his campaign manager assigned me to go to neighborhoods where older people lived. It was a better match for me, and I grew to enjoy talking to people. I was surprised to find out that most people were gentle and most of them very friendly. Our conversations were one-on-one, and people often told me their concerns. I was happy to relay their ideas to Alex. He listened intently to my reports and never lacked time to listen to what his constituents had to say. During the last weeks of the campaign I was assigned to make phone calls, too.

Making phone calls turned out to be enjoyable, too. I surprised even myself. I felt productive with the busy campaign. Many people were very impressed to think that the candidates mother would call them. And since I still have my Cuban accent, they felt reassured that it was the real mother calling. I made many friends that way and in those individual conversations I was able to answer specific questions that the voters had. One of my greatest accomplishments was making over 800 phone calls during the last five days before the election. I had become a seasoned campaigner.

On Election Day Alexs win was breathtaking. Everyone was happily surprised. He won 64% to 36%. He went on to win the general election. I was impressed. There he was, my son, at age twenty-seven, a state senator. In all the history of Maryland only two other senators have ever been elected at that young age. And both of them were sons of fathers who had been politicians and had been elected many times providing bigger advantages than what Alex had.

This victory and its celebration was the culmination of many long months of hard work. At the party, everyone talked about Alex and his hard work, ambition, knowledge, skills, and his faith. Also, they talked about his hard-working staff, and their dedication. There would be more campaigns in the future. After I retired I would work even more to help him. You did a great job with your son Alex, people would sometimes tell me effusively. You are the best mother a politician can have. As I hear that, I wonder, Really? Am I? How much credit can I take for his accomplishments? And I am left thinking, What is my part in this? What part of his determination, hard work, and strong Christian values can be due to my influence? How much is due to others who had mentored him throughout his life. And how much of it is just him?

Alex was elected to Congress on November 2014, winning the election that determined who would represent West Virginias second district in the U.S. House of Representatives.

Obviously, I cannot take credit for all of Alexs successes. Many individuals have influenced his life. And the first one we should mention is his dad. Vincent had a great interest in politics and had majored in mathematics. At home he would often talk about economics and the mathematical pitfalls of some government programs. He also subscribed to the National Review and constantly invited us to watch Bill Buckley and other speakers. (Very often the kids would fall asleep.) In fact, on one occasion, Vincent ran for the local Republican Committee, but did not win.

As a mother, I was there next to the children every day. I had started my college career as an elementary education teacher. Along the way, I learned a lot of techniques and strategies on how to motivate and inspire children. So, I will take the credit for that.

Alexs elections were, for me, something personal beyond my blessed role as his mother. They were for me, privately, a completion, something impossible to express, even here. My dad and mom had fought, each in their way, for democracy and free elections in Cuba. With them, my siblings, and many fellow Cubans, I had joined a futile resistance to Castros regime as it gained power. We had faced danger and imprisonment simply for dreaming about an election like the ones my son won. Beyond treasuring my right to vote in the United States, and my freedom to participate in an open debate without fear of reprisal, I could see how my own son had won a leadership position through democratic means. I was standing prouder than ever to be in this beautiful country.
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Photo permission by The Miami Herald Newspaper Circa 1987

President Bush is greeted by Miami Mayor Xavier Suarez at the Miami International Airport.
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Photo by Cecily Kidd

Son of Lala Mooney, Alex, with his family, 2016. From left to right: Alex holding baby Gabby with children Camille and Lucas in front, and wife, Grace in back.
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Mooney Family Photo

Lala Mooney together with three family members who hold elected office. At a gathering in Miami, Florida, left to right: City of Miami Mayor Francis X. Suarez, West Virginia Congressman Alex X. Mooney, Lala, and Miami-Dade County Commissioner (and former City of Miami Mayor, 19851983) Xavier Suarez.
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Mooney Family Photo

Alex X. Mooney and his mother, Lala, making phone calls at the GOP campaign headquarters in Martinsburg, West Virginia, in 2013. In a district with over 150,000 registered voters, phone outreach permits people to ask specific questionsand talk to the Congressmans mother.
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Photo by Bill Clark. Used with permission. Roll Call, Thursday, Nov. 20, 2014

Representative Alex X. Mooney lets his glee shine after getting the eighth pick in Wednesdays office lottery draw for House freshmen. The West Virginia Republican will set up shop in 1232 Longworth, in January.
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Photo permission by The Miami Herald Newspaper

Francis X. Suarez, elected Mayor of Miami City, Florida, November 7, 2017, after eight years serving as City Commissioner. Elected by 86% of the vote, Franciss father, Xavier Suarez, brother of Lala, had served as Mayor of Miami, Florida, in 1985.
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Mooney Family Photo

Lalas oldest son, Vincent Mooney, Jr. (Vinny), with his family in 2015. Front, from left to right: Anastasia, Vinny, and Selina. Back row: Leila, Anthony, and Mom Araceli.
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Mooney Family Photo

Lalas son, Patrick Mooney, with his family in 2017. Front row, from left to right: Nicky, Alexis, Mary, and Samantha. Back row, left to right: Chandler, Ryan, Jennifer, Pat, Emily, and Justin.

__________________

90. Marilyn Quayle was the wife of James Danforth Dan Quayle, who was serving at the time of this event as the 44th Vice President of the United States (19891993).





PART IV:
RETURNING TO CUBA



PART IV;
PREFACE
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For the first thirty years after 1961, Fidel Castro did not allow Cubans who had left Cuba to revisit the island. This was cruel and created great pain and anguish for many Cubans. In many cases, those who came to the United States never, ever, saw their parents again. Around 1991, when the dissolution of the Soviet Union occurred, the economic situation of Cuba became so desperate that Fidel Castro found he was forced to open the doors to Cuban travelers and allow Cubans to travel back to Cuba. After Pope John Paul II went to Cuba in 1998, he encouraged communication with Cuba using these famous words, Let Cuba open itself to the world, and let the world open itself to Cuba. Subsequently, many families, like mine, felt the need to reach out and visit those left behind.

After 9/11 the restrictions for travelers became very severe. But gradually they loosened and the Suarez Gaston family was able to return and visit on a regular basis.
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16. RETURNING TO CUBA THIRTY-EIGHT YEARS LATER
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You Have to go Back

You have to go back, Mom! my daughter, Margarita, said emphatically, as tears were streaming down my cheeks. We were together on vacation sitting in a restaurant in Costa Rica.

Heavy rain had prevented us from going to see the nearby volcano. From my chair, I could see the faraway top of the volcano. My feelings resembled the soft smoke rising from its cone, my emotions now coming to the surface. The land itself so rugged and similar to mountains and shorelines of Cuba seemed to be a witness of the longing in my heart. Even the heavy rain drops seemed to share my sorrow, they paralleled my abundant tears falling on the floor.

I could see clearly the beautiful view of the volcano from the openair cafeteria where we were talking. Sitting there, with the love of my beautiful daughter, I began to realize that I had never fully mourned for many of the things that I had left behind. The Cuban government had made it impossible for us to communicate with our relatives and Cuban friends and neighbors, and, if we were to call them or send letters, we would put their lives in jeopardy. My nanny, Eufrasia, whom we lovingly called Ufri, had died. News of her death in Cuba had just reached us. We were told she died as the result of being diabetic. My long-suffering turned to anger, because, based on what I was hearing, I had reason to suspect that she, like many diabetics, did not have the medications that a diabetic person needed, which led to her death.

Ufri was a beautiful mulatto lady who had come to be our live-in Nanny, since she was very young, around fifteen years old. As my younger siblings constantly required my moms attention, Ufri became like a mother to me. Her beautiful disposition and upbeat personality lightened the room whenever she entered. She could cure any pain and solve any problem. And most of all, she could sing. We spent many hours sitting on the big log next to the house listening to her singing. But now she was gone. I would never see her again. Deep in my heart, I always thought that, at some point, I would go back to Cuba and see her and everyone I had left behind. I had not counted on her premature death, and I cried and cried, inconsolable, knowing that I had lost her forever.

As I sat at the restaurant in Costa Rica, my sadness was evident by my tears. My daughter, Margarita, sat there beside me, and encouraged me to return to the home I had left behind. She wanted me to see and embrace those who had been such an important part of my earlier life. What a gift from God to have a daughter who would accompany me and who was capable of fully understanding my pain.

With the fall of the Russian Empire, Cuba had started to allow Cubans to return to their country of birth. And, with Margaritas promise to come with me, we started to plan a trip to Cuba for the following summer.

Machine Guns at the Airport

In August of 1999, several months after that rainy day of tears in Costa Rica, I found myself on an airplane headed for Havana. As I boarded the plane, I anticipated the encounters that I was going to have with my childhood friends. I was concerned with the contrast that I was going to find. I had enjoyed my life in America. I was the mother of four successful children, and physically I was well nourished. I knew I was in for a shock.

I was blessed in that my daughter and my sister, both named Margarita, were accompanying me on this incredible trip back to my country of birth after an absence of almost forty years. My sister had come all the way from Seattle to Miami to join us for this trip. I was full of excitement. Then as the plane landed in Cuba, I looked out the airplane window and I saw the palm trees. They were moving gracefully with the island breeze. In a way, I felt that they were waving at me, welcoming me for my return, and I experienced a very special joy.

The scene at the airport quickly broke the joyful moment. As we waited in line for our suitcases to arrive, we could see how the airport staff was treating other passengers. Others, who had traveled to Cuba before, had already warned us that they would fabricate rules and regulations, in order to extract as much money as possible from those traveling.

The scene at the airport was one of total intimidation. As we waited for our suitcases to arrive, we could observe other passengers bitterly arguing with the airport personnel, who were arbitrarily taking cameras and other electronic equipment, and claiming that they were not allowed to be brought into the country. Some travelers cried. Others argued. In the meantime, we started to worry, because our suitcases were nowhere in sight. We were waiting in front of the conveyor belt, but they did not come.

More time passed. The room was practically empty before we saw our suitcases suddenly appear. To our shock, we noticed that the doors at the exits were closing! Five militiamen took position in front of the doors holding their rifles in front of them. It was clear their message was for us! There was no one else to see! They were aware that this was meant to intimidate us, and they were positioning themselves there to convey the message to us that we were not going to leave easily! Four female militia women placed our suitcases on the tables, opened them up and started to review everything that was inside them.

You are bringing too much merchandise, one of them announced. Each one of you must pay a customs fee of $200.00. Since we were three, this meant a total charge of $600.00. We were astounded! But we had been warned. My cousin and others had warned us of this practice of intimidation at the airport. However, we were not prepared for the display of weapons and the severity of the fine. We felt very frightened.

We argued with them, and explained that we were bringing goods for our families. I was willing to continue to argue. I had heard about their game, and I was ready to try a little harder, so we did not have to pay anything. But my sister, Margarita, did not see it my way. And she decided to soften things up. She offered to pay a total of just $200.00, and they accepted. Then, they opened the wide doors to the outside and we walked directly to our waiting relatives who were worried as they realized what it might have been happening to us at the terminal. But the stress was over now. We started to enjoy being able to see our family.

Havana in Ruins

We drove off the airport grounds and into Havana. We rode in our relatives car, looking out at the streets along the way. As the car moved through the streets, I was astounded to see the deterioration of the buildings and the entire city in general. It was as if I had arrived at a ghost town out of a movie. Doors, windows, everything was in disrepair. The buildings, so many still familiar, had deteriorated. The constant banging of the tires against the holes in the pavement made it very difficult to hear what others were saying. Yet, I felt an inner peace. I was in Havana. And now, as I write about this drive into Havana, I find myself crying. The pain is still there. But, I am happy that I took that step into reality.

Approaching El Dolores Sugar Mill

Our ride took us out of Havana; we were approaching our familys sugar mill, El Dolores. Taking this ride as a child, stirred my heart with glee and I did what had been our family tradition whenever we were making this ride home. I scanned the sky looking for the Big Tower. Before I saw it, I remembered it, sticking out royally among the very green sugar cane plants. Like a tall king, the Big Tower guarded its town proud of everyones work and accomplishments. All of the sudden I was brought into the present when the big tower appeared. There it was still proudly announcing that we had arrived at the sugar mill. Like the palm trees earlier that day, the big tower has been there for decades waiting for my return. Just as I remembered, there was the central park, the batey, the basketball court, and the church. Almost everything was in ruins. But people were still living there. The most abandoned of all seemed to be the little church my grandfather and my Uncle Eugenio had built for the workers of the mill and for our families.

Go to the house of the Queen Mother! we were told. She is waiting for you. And sure enough, the front door swung out, before we arrived at the door, and this beautiful grandmother stepped forward with hands stretched out. We embraced each other as if we had lost none of the intervening decades. (I will call her Queen Mother since that is the way I felt when I embraced her.) We had so much news to catch up on. With the windows of the house open, to the warm air and sunshine that were so familiar, we settled together inside. As we chatted, we could see the neighbors walking by through the small space that divided the Queens house from the one next to it. They carefully peeked in, trying to determine who the newcomers were because the people at the sugar mill were like close friends and/or a big family. They have lived next to each other all of their lives and in some cases for more than one or two generations.

One of these members of the community, whom Ill call Pancho Villa, was more guarded. He did not come into the house, but he sat in a chair in the park that was near the front of the house. He appeared very pensive, and I decided to cross over the park and talk to him. We started the conversation and talked for a while about superficial things. Then, at one point during our conversation, Pancho looked straight into my eyes and with a soft but pained voice said, Your uncle abandoned us! This accusation really caught me by surprise. I was not expecting it. But I was glad that he had opened up on this issue.

Pancho, I tried to explain. They took the sugar mill away from him.

Yes, he replied, but he could have stayed here with us and helped us run the mill even if he was no longer the administrator.

His honest and direct statements touched me. Previously, I had been told that Pancho had suffered weekends in prison for defending my uncle. And now he was willing to open his wounds and seek some answers. In my mind I realized that he probably had been brainwashed, and the local Communist leaders had never told him the real story.

Pancho, I started afresh. Do you realize how they treated my Uncle Mel? They pointed a rifle at him, while he was sitting at his desk, and they forced him to sign documents giving them the property title to the sugar mill.

But he could have stayed, Pancho repeated again in a whisper, Not as an administrator, but just to help us run the mill. As one of us.

What could I say? This man had held this painful feeling for a long, long time. He had this illusion that the Revolution would have allowed the sugar mill administrator to stay aboard. I took a different tact, trying to help him think this through. Okay. Pancho, I said. How many other sugar mill owners do you know who did stay in their sugar mills?

His answer was immediate, None! It appeared as if this new piece of information regarding the rifle held to my Uncle Mel at his desk was helping Pancho realize that the real intention of the Revolution was to take over the control of the sugar mill.

After that exchange I could sense that Pancho became more relaxed, more engaged. It was as if an old wound from feeling abandoned was now starting to heal. From that point on he was able to enjoy our company for those short days that we were there. Still. The next day, he again sat at the bench in the batey close to the house where we were staying.

He Doesnt Believe in God

We were invited to a reception at the church. While we all walked toward the church, I noticed Pancho sitting on the park bench. Again, I took this as an indication that he wanted to continue to talk. So, I sat next to him and provided the opportunity for him to continue to talk. He did not waste time.

I dont believe in God, he told my sister Margarita and me. Margarita was accompanying me this time. I dont go to church, he concluded.

It was quite a contrast to see other members of the community, holding the keys of the church and everyone gathering while this gentleman made it a point to express his feelings. My sister, Margarita, seized on the importance of Panchos declaration. She somehow understood, perhaps from all her own work with people enduring crises around the world. Margarita urged him, Be mad at God, if you want! Tell him how you feel. Talk to him! But dont stop the dialogue.

When confronted with such compassion and respect, again Pancho opened up more. He turned and proceeded to reply to her, and my sister recognized the depth of his feeling. She flagged us to go ahead to the church and stayed with Pancho. She sat down beside him. As we left, we could see them immersed in a deep conversation the kind you have only with a trusted friend. When we returned from church the two of them were still talking. But now Pancho looked at ease. He looked like a man who has had a heavy weight lifted from his shoulders. It was wonderful to see him relaxed, with a big smile.

Later on, my sister and I agreed that our trip was having an effect on people and we were helping others heal their wounds, and to understand better what had happened in Cuba. I often ask Marguerite to retell the story about Pancho to others, so they too can understand the importance of visiting those left behind in Cuba and they too can feel the love and care that is given and received in these exchanges.

Aspirin as a Gift

Take plenty of aspirin and give them to people as gifts, my cousin Maria Luisa told me, as I was packing for my trip to Cuba. Aspirin? I asked puzzled. Yes, she replied, Put about ten of them in a Ziploc bag and have them ready to give to people as a present. What a surprise!

Aspirin was the perfect gift. People were very appreciative. We have a very hard time getting aspirin, a lady commented as she held the bag with ten aspirin tablets. Sometimes, if my granddaughter has a high temperature, I have to go out in the batey and go door-to-door asking for aspirin till I find it. Her story was astonishing, but worse was the shame I could see in her face. She seemed to bear a burden of humiliation from having to beg for something so essential and, to us, so inexpensive. The degree of scarcity of medicines in Cuba was incredible.

At first, I wondered if people just needed money to buy them, but then I came to realize that it was not the price that prevented aspirin and similar items from being available to parents and families. It was just the way the system worked, or did not work.

A young man explained the problem to me in more detail. I work in the hospital as a lab technician, he said. Even at the hospital, sometimes we could go many days without aspirin. Then, when we heard that aspirin had arrived at the hospital pharmacy we all went and stood in line in order to buy some. Often the pharmacists worried about the lines of people waiting to buy aspirin, so much so that they required a doctors prescription. They needed the aspirin, we obliged, he concluded. He appeared to be experiencing some kind of relief in being able to tell us the extreme failure of the system.

Another lady related a similar experience. She also worked in health care, as a nurses assistant in a neighborhood clinic in one of the provinces. One time I had a migraine headache for fifteen days, she said, and I could not get any aspirin anywhere. In her lovely face I again saw anguish in a fellow Cuban as she recounted that painful memory. And this was a nurse! Working in a clinic! Incredible, I told myself, understanding more and more how my dear Ufri with her diabetes probably had faced a similar scarcity of the basic medicines that she needed.

Myth of the Ration Card

Faced everywhere in Cuba during my visit with such scarcity for needed items, I found myself trying to understand how people managed to feed themselves every day. That is when I learned about their rationing.

Nothing makes my blood boil more than the great lie implied by the use of a ration card. Everyone assumes that a ration card provides enough food to keep the person fed, at least to an acceptable degree. They never question its effectiveness. In this visit I was able to hear first-hand the sad reality of the meager food provided by this card.

One of my childhood friends explained it to me, sitting in the front porch of her house. Her desperation was visible, as her hands shook. Look at this! she said, pointing at scribbled signatures in a small notebook. This is called a ration card. Here lies the secret of the ration card. The writing was hard to decipher. It was very small. Each square was overwritten with one or two scribbled signatures. When I asked her, I learned something even more shocking. While items were being rationed using the ration card, the card itself did not have any numbers indicating quantities! No actual numbers at all. All it had was signatures. The government mandated the quantities to be given to each person, but there was no evidence or written record of it. The Cubans, themselves, were very aware of the quantities; i.e., four ounces of coffee per person. However, when tourists and visitors were to ask, Cubans felt they could not say the truth. To be honest about the meager rations it could be interpreted as a criticism of the Castro government. So, Cubans did not report the truth. They would just say, Yes. I have enough food to eat. In this way, the myth was perpetrated every day.

After I returned home from Cuba, the idea of the ration card really stuck with me. In 2008, as I was preparing a talk to a local group, I decided to do my own research and get specific and objective numbers. I interviewed several Cubans in and out of Cuba, checked references in the literature and what scholars had studied. Finally, I prepared a clear outline of what the ration card actually provided in that year of 2008, and from what I have been told, is all subsequent years and up to now. The quantities were astonishing, incredible. For example, the monthly allowance of meat was one-half pound of chicken per person. Six ounces of soy ground beef per month per person. This was the food ration for every Cuban in modern times.

Very few people, outside of Cuba, are aware of that. How is that possible? How has the Castro government managed to fool them? Here is the answer. International observers are fooled by the word ration card, and its compounded by the fact that Cubans, in order to eat, refrain from reporting the truth about the ration card to preserve their rations. If they were to talk about it, the listeners would realize the incredible amount of stealing that is constantly going on in the Cuban nation.
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Ration Card by Lala Mooney

Cuban Ration Card Example

P. Allmen is thought to mean possibly any extra food item available that month. This is a reproduction ration card example as the real card would be under the copyright of the Cuban government and the original ration card is written in Spanish.

More information is provided in the following paragraphs.

The Economist magazine, which has a reputation of being a credible publication, stated that every Cuban household receives a ration book (or libreta) for a monthly supply of food and other staples. Other services are similarly subsidized.91

The implication is that a ration card must provide at least a minimum amount of food for a person to survive. While most of the article does appear to be truthful, it is amazing to see how a journalist can be totally unaware of the meager products given by the ration card. This is proof of how difficult it is to find the truth when visiting a country, like Cuba, which is under a Communist dictatorship.

In looking at the ration card the reader notices that no points are an indication of the actual weight of the items that is never provided. It does not appear in any place. Just how much rice is given? How much coffee? Close examination of the numbers written in the card provides no clue of the specific amounts. For example, next to rice (arroz) two numbers are written 5/19. And the observer is left wondering what do these numbers mean? The number five, in this case, means five pounds. The number nineteen means that it was purchased on the 19th. Furthermore, not all the numbers can be interpreted that way. In the case of coffee (caf) the number one in front of 19th does not mean one pound. The number one here means one unit or quota. Which in the case of the coffee is four ounces. So in effect, the actual weight of the items is hidden. Those looking at the ration card are left wondering what the real amounts are.

So where do the Cubans find out the actual amounts? The answer is that a blackboard is hung someplace in the store indicating to some degree part of the information regarding actual weight. This lack of clear information contributes, to allow outsiders to assume that the ration card provides a reasonable amount of food. Once the reader sees those amounts, it is evident that these rations do not provide sufficient food for a whole month. At the most for a half a week at the most. So what do people do? They feel forced to buy food on the black market (and go to jail if caught). The stress is constant. The words of a recent Cuban exile convey the feeling: Nine out of ten conversations that we hold every day have to do with how we are going to find food for our family that day. It is evident that the Cuban government has the strategy of keeping people stressed over food so that they do not have time for anything else.

Everyone Steals

So how do Cubans manage to find enough food and survive? Everybody steals. Yes. You read that correctly. In order to stay alive everyone steals. So, whom do Cubans steal from? Well. The only supplier of goods in the whole country is the government. So, yes Cubans steal from the government.

One friend privately explained it this way, Lets say you work in the cafeteria of a school. Each time you pass next to the rice sack you grab a handful of rice and put it in your pocket. Each time you see them deliver jars of mayonnaise, you carefully hide one, until you can find a way to retrieve it and take it home. Other schemes are more involved. An attendant at a gas station negotiates with those who drive government trucks. So he will tell the truck driver, Ill fill your tank half way, but Ill sign the government invoice saying that I filled it in full. And then you and I split the difference.

Even government inspectors get into the game. One friend told me, You see, if you put water in a big container of cooking oil, the water goes to the bottom. So, when the government personnel come to check the inventory, the store manager asks the inspector to say that the oil container was full of oil. In exchange, the manager gives the inspector some of the oil. The black market is pervasive. These transactions happen all over the island. It is how people manage to live in the extreme scarcity the government has createdand uses to control them.

Another person I visited in Cuba once told me, Lala. Everything in my refrigerator is stolen. Everything. Another Cuban friend of mine told me, Lala, every morning I get up and wonder which law am I going to break first today. You just cant function in Cuba without constantly disobeying a law. Obviously, government officials know that this is going on at all times, but they look the other way. That does not mean they are not vigilant or dont keep track. At some point, when for some reason they want to crack down, they implement the law and put people in prison.

There are so many laws that the government cannot enforce them all. The people know they are breaking them in order to survive, and they live in constant fear of being discovered. Just eating food in Cuba is risky. For example, one friend served a two-year sentence because he was caught with twenty-four bottles of Coca-Cola that were obviously stolen. Food and other basics in daily life has become a constant reminder of the power of the Castro regime over each persons life.
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Amounts given to those who live in the countryside are often meager compared to the portions given to those who live in a big city like Havana.
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Photos by Lala Mooney

This portion of chicken is the entire allotment of meat permitted as the monthly ration for a family of two in Cuba, in 2008, as witnessed and photographed by Lala Mooney.

Generally, before cooking rationed beans the bad beans are taken out. In one case, the lady was so discouraged by the small amount of beans provided that she decided NOT to take any bad beans out. Even if they appeared not to be good.
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This portion of ten pieces of chicken are the entire allotment of meat permitted as the monthly ration for a family of four in Cuba as witnessed and photographed by Lala Mooney in 2008.

Police in Peoples Heads

Another local leader, who worked extensively with the youth, introduced me to how Castros police are ever present in daily life. He explained, Lala, you dont see the police. You dont need to. People carry them in their heads. They know they are breaking the law, and they know the police are constantly watchful.

Another farm worker complained to me with profound sadness. It broke my heart to see the pain written all over her face. Lala, we pay for this struggle with our health. Most of us have very high blood pressure and other ailments. Is this any way to live? This brave lady, who is mother of three, described living in constant worry just knowing the risks that her children were taking by exchanging things in the black market. Yet, this is what they have to do to survive.

I am constantly amazed how journalists and regular tourists who travel to Cuba come home saying, People are not necessarily too skinny. They must be eating well. I was similarly amazed with the writer of The Economist article, who claimed that the ration card gave Cubans enough to eat when he said, Cubans have a subsidized ration card. The implication is that the government is managing food so that everyone has at least basic nourishment. Amazing.

Cows Have Birth Certificates

I am using the word birth certificate in a satirical way to compare the record keeping system to that used by government to keep record of the children who are born.

So how does the government keep control of the food? It imposes a very, very tight and organized system of regulations. For example, each time a calf is born the data is entered in a central file that is kept very carefully guarded. Then, every fifteen days, the inspector visits the stables and takes inventory of all the animals. If a cow or a calf is missing, the farmer is sent to prison. Other penalties for other infractions are similarly severe. These farmers are constantly vigilant as a result. They are scared about the consequences if something might happen to a cow. A friend commented, Lala, the penalty for injuring a cow is much more serious than that of injuring a child.

AbortionsIn Cuba they are called interruptions

Both abroad and between many in Cuba, Cuban health care is believed to be a world-class system. But, just like with ration books, the real story is found in the details.

The statistics regarding abortions in Cuba are heartbreaking. While rates of abortion can be hard to collect because of how underreported it can be, one report shows that Cuba together with Vietnam are the two countries in the world with the greatest number of abortions. In Cuba, during 2015, the abortion rate was 52 percent(AWR).92

During my trips to Cuba, I was often told that the average Cuban woman easily has had six to eight abortions. And people talked with me about abortion casually, as if this was something that is to be expected. It seemed like an inevitable experience. Everyone in the country agrees that abortions are rampant. Considering the difficulty just managing daily life, it is not hard to understand the pressures that make this so.

It is a very difficult decision when people realize the consequences of bringing one more child into the family, a Cuban social worker told me. Everything will have to be divided by two. Also, in Cuba you cannot buy Pampers. So, the diapers have to be washed by hand. And the soap is so limited that you have to beg and negotiate with the supermarket employee to see if you can obtain some additional soap. So, often, when the teenager believes she might be pregnant, the family reluctantly realizes the implications of having one more child to feed. Then, when the teenager is brought to the doctors office, the governments physician also pushed in the direction of an abortion. And it is done.

Besides all the challenges caring for a baby, parents still have the struggle to find enough food, and they have the worry about bartering on the black market that could send them to jailleaving their children vulnerable. So, the pressure not to add children to a family is very high, while supplies of contraceptives, like aspirin, can be unreliable or even nonexistent.

And, also, in the so-called top class medical care of Cuba, abortions are often done without confirming pregnancy. Pregnancy tests cost money for the government health care, and test kits, which we take for granted in the United States, are scarce or nonexistent in Cuba, too. So, before an abortion, a pregnancy test is not usually conducted. If the pregnant lady or teenager has missed a menstrual period, the medical procedure of D&C93 is done automatically. Just in case. This is documented in the following study.

In Cuba, they perform menstrual regulation where an early abortion procedure is automatically carried out even before testing for pregnancy. The termination of known pregnancies is very high. In 1996, 60 percent of the procedures were menstrual regulations. The percentage of abortions have ranged from 40.2 percent in the 1970s to 87.2 in the 1990s and the last data in 2004 ended at 57 percent.94

So, how reliable are statistical studies offered by the Cuban government to the world? Is the rate of D&C abortion procedures factored in, even for menstrual regulation? The Cuban government goes to great lengths to avoid the term abortion because its incidence reveals the truth the Castros regime does not want public. In Cuba, the government uses the word interruptions instead of abortions,95 in an attempt to minimize its meaning. Yet, no matter how much the Cuban government manages what is known about abortions, it is part of a trend in public health, despair, and desperation. It creates, for me, an image of a society crumbling like the buildings I saw when I visited Cuba after so many years in exile. Where do Cubans turn, as their government remains entrenched and their problems continue to beset them?

Suicide

Individuals who commit suicide are those who feel desperate, who feel that there is absolutely no hope for them. They can see no possible solution on the horizon. According to a study that analyzes Cubans suicidal behavior, Cubans on the island have the highest suicide rate in Latin America and Cuba was among the top five countries in the world.96

One surprising finding is that the suicide rate among Cuban women appears to be as high as men. Suicides in Cuba, as in most countries, often involve people with family problems, low education levels, and low or no incomes. But the similarities appear to end there. Cuban women commit suicide significantly more often than their foreign counterparts. While the world average is one woman for every three men, the islands ratio is nearly one-to-one. The proportion of males and females from different age groups commit suicide in Cuba, males tend to be elderly and women tend to be young. This probably means that Cuban women have the highest suicide rates in the world.

Even more, suicidal behavior has been seen among Cuban politicians. It is often called political suicide. One example is that of Hayde Santamara's suicide in July 1980. Her suicide had a very intense impact in the Cuban government's leadership and in the nation as a whole. It was a tragic event as she shot herself in the mouth with a 45-caliber bullet on July 26th eve, the date commemorating the attack led by Fidel Castro to Moncada Barrack. She was one of the two only women who had participated in such an attack. She was imprisoned and tortured after the attack failed. And her brother and boyfriend were tortured to death at that time. She is considered as a heroine in post-revolutionary Cuba and very close to Fidel Castro. The press release reported her deceased on July 28th and the memorial services were without honors by Fidel Castro order. It is felt that his kind of suicide there is a political message.

In 1984, Fidel Castro issued an order to study the suicide in Cuba. The Health Department of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, in Cuba summoned different national scientific and academic institutions to form an interdisciplinary professional group of epidemiologists, psychiatrists, psychologists, sociologists, and medical examiners, under the guidance of the Cuban Public Health Ministry (MINSAP) to conduct research that would study the matter further. A staff of professionals traveled to different regional levels over the country and examined every single suicide or attempted suicide that occurred in the whole island for a period of three months. After, the group analyzed the information compilation. The results concluded that the suicide rate in Cuba had tripled when compared to early rates from the early decade. The government had classified the suicide data as secret, after the research, the suicide data were classified as a non-transmissible chronic disease.97

To this, we must add again the very meager living conditions. In this case, people are packed up in houses. As the children get married, there is no place for them to go. The only solution is for families to build walls to divide the living space they have, so parents space must accommodate children and grandchildren. Public transportation is extremely limited. Even if you need to go to the hospital, it is very difficult. Then the food is so scarce and so are the medicines.

In this struggle and dire need, it is impossible to share emotions and process feelings as we might do in the United States. The government is always there but invisible. The free expression of each persons ideas and feelings has been turned into a crime against the state. People are not free to acknowledge their difficulties, which are related to government policies and control, as a way to process grief and anxiety in a healthful way. Everyone and everything in Cuba is considered the personal property of the government, so people do not feel any sense of control or any chance for changing their situation. And, again, the government is always there. Watching. Listening. Intimidating. People feel hopeless, Maida concludes. Trapped in these circumstances and having lost all hope, many choose to end their lives.

The reality of mental wellbeing among Cubans may never be known because the documents provided by the government to the outside world are altered by government order. Accurate statistics are lost to history, but the stories of people are not. From the many stories of suffering and courage, what we do know is that the Cuban people suffer a scarcity that is hard to imagine from a few hundred miles to the north.

Donates writing describes how the government has directed that instances of suicide be recorded as non-transmissible chronic disease. Therefore, any subsequent data provided by the Cuban government after the government issued this mandate becomes highly questionable. For the moment credible information is not available.

The suicide of Fidel Castros oldest son, Fidelito, on February 1, 2018, provides a final note in the continuing saga of suicide in Cuba. He was only 68-years-old. Causes of this suicide are not clear, and it is impossible to determine if there was a political message involved. Fidelitos suicide does suggest that despair exists at all levels in the Cuban population.

Prostitution

Prostitution, as many people already know, is rampant in Cuba. But prostitution exists all over the world. What makes it different in Cuba?

The difference in Cuba from most countries is that educated women, like doctors and engineers, find themselves getting into this line of business, an expert on Cuban issues told me recently. In some cases, husbands and parents feel so desperate that they support the women in the home to help the family in that way.

Ill share a real-life story as an example. A young man, a college student and friend of my family, traveled to Cuba several years ago and later related this story to me. As he was walking in the Malecn,99 a lady approached him and said, You see that young lady there? She is my daughter. Would you like to have sex with her? As she said that, the mother pointed to a young lady about sixteen years of age who was standing at a short distance. The young man was stunned and quickly rejected the offer. Oh. She insisted, Would you prefer someone younger? And while saying that, the mother pointed to a much smaller girl, about tenor eleven years old. She is my daughter also. Shocked, the young man immediately refused and charged forcefully away, but he was shaken. And, later, even as he told me, he was in total disbelief of what he had seen.

This is just an example. In Cuba, it is the family that directly offers children for commercial sex. Driven by dire needs and no options, some parents feel forced to do the unthinkable. But, in Cuba, it is even worse than that.

Another expert in Cuba who is a friend of mine explained another thing that makes prostitution in Cuba different. That is, well-educated women, such as architects, engineers, and medical doctors resort to prostitution. Why? They are hungry and feel the same desperate needs as everyone else in society. The morality of the society has come to a point of such darkness that people see prostitution as an acceptable way to cope with the dire circumstances that the Castro government has created.

Castro knows this plight within society. Even more, he not only accepts it but also encourages it. At a public speech, Fidel Castro bragged about the quality of Cuban prostitutes, saying, Cuba has the best prostitutes in the world, because they are better educated and have better health. Following the nations leader, the Cuban Youth Association declared that being a prostitute is an act of patriotism because it brings foreign currency into the Cuban economy. So, in effect, the government is supporting and encouraging this activity to which it has driven its own citizens. And it has resulted in an explosion of prostitution at all levels, including children.

Playing Guitar at the Government Office

Understanding how every step in a Cubans life is monitored and controlled by the government is hard for Americans to imagine. So, that may make it hard to believe the degree to which the Castro government controls the people with food and health care. Ill close this chapter with a story about how we took a risk by fighting government intimidation by singing, and how our rebellion frightened even the officials who were part of the government.

You are not allowed to sleep at your relatives house, the official at the airport entrance told my sister-in-law Abby. His eyes fixed on her sternly and came across determined, even threatening. I am going to stamp your documents. And you have to go to Immigration to obtain permission to stay at her house overnight.

But she is my husbands cousin, Susan replied. Yes, but he is her cousin, the official replied. You are not. You better make sure you go to the government office and get their approval. Susan glared at the official. If eyes could kill, this man would have been dead cold instantly.

We told our Cuban cousin the news. He was not surprised. The government is constantly harassing people, he explained. We will work it out. He seemed so calm, while the whole thing seemed so unreasonable. Again, we were reacting from having lived for years in a free nation.

Why would the government become involved in that? We asked each other. Why cares who gets to stay in whose house? Getting approval was so inconvenient, because we had limited time. The process we all know would cut into our valuable time together.

The following morning Abby and my cousin headed for the Cuban Immigration Office, which is located in downtown Havana. They spent hours and talked to three different officials, each relating different steps and advice. Finally, a fourth official gave them some good advice. Go to a smaller office in another province. It will be easier to get the documents there. One whole day had been wasted.

The following day we drove to Santa Clara and located the Immigration Office there. As Abby showed them her United States passport, the receptionist grabbed it out of her hands. This was unnerving, to lose hold of the only document that could ensure your ability to return home. The receptionist commanded, You will have to go to the bank and buy a seal. Then bring it back to me. Abby was becoming more and more irate. She was a tall woman with a brilliant professional career. On two counts she was not accustomed to being pushed around. Her anger was obvious, but we were up against the government. We knew by now it was futile to fight. There was no reasoning to be done.

So, we did as we were told and got a seal at the bank. This involved quite a bit of driving, but we arrived back at the Immigration Office expecting finally to solve the problem. But, our expectations were proven wrong. The front desk receptionist was not impressed with our seal. She simply replied, Sit down until we call you.

The Immigration Office was not located in a regular office building. Its offices were in what had once been a private home. We sat on the big front porch near the front door. People-watching in Cuba is not like the United States. As we sat there, we could observe heart-wrenching stories. Cuban citizens passed in and out of the entrance. In they went, presumably to obtain permission to travel outside Cuba, typically to visit family. Out they came, often weeping, having been denied permission. We sat there for a very long time, growing more anxious about Abbys passport, feeling a sorrow for the struggles of fellow Cubans.

Finally, I could see that the waiting room was empty. Inside, behind the dividing glass, five or six employees were sitting and talking to each other. They were doing nothing. When we asked, they answered, Your passport is upstairs. We have to wait till they bring it down. Abby grew angrier by the minute. None of us were comfortable that she did not have possession of her passport. It was clear the workers were indifferent to our situation, or, worse, were purposely creating the inconvenience as yet another way to remind us the government was in full control of our American lives as long as we were on Cuban soil.

Something had to be done, but what? I looked at Abby and, smiling, asked, Do you want me to bring in my guitar? She accepted, Yes! Go ahead! After retrieving my guitar from the car, we started singing Spanish songs similar to American country western songs where a broken-hearted lover cries with pain and despair. My favorite one is one called Cu Cu Ru Cu Cu Paloma. In this song, singers imitate the sound of doves at three levels. It is very popular. Harry Belafonte has a variation of it in one of his records. Most importantly, for our purposes that day, the song becomes a real show. Standing in the middle of the room, I directed family members to sing the sounds of doves at three different levels. Then, to sing lines that imitated the wailing of a desperate lover whose wife had died. Even writing about it, I am laughing as I remember.

Peeking from the corner of my eye, I watched the five indifferent reception workers. They were not chatting together any longer. They were not working, either. They were staring at us, completely dumbfounded. It was funny to see their surprise and amazement. This sort of thing was unheard-of. A happy ruckus rebelling against their indifference was simply outside their experience. They had no idea how to react to people who were free not to capitulate or suffer. One after the other, each worker slid out of sight. I suspect one climbed to the second floor, where we could safely assume a top militiaman was holding Abbys passport. In case he could not hear with his own ears, the worker would relay word about the little noisy party we had going on.

Meanwhile, we made sure to continue to sing and to sing loudly. We moved on to Happy Birthday. It was nobodys birthday, but we had a six-year-old nephew with us, and he seemed to enjoy it. Fortunately, by the time we finished Happy Birthday, Abbys passport reappeared. After losing two days and having one fun sing-along, we left the Immigration Office and were able to resume our traveling.

My niece managed to tape some of our sing-along with her iPhone, which had made it through the airport on this trip. So, now, we can look back and enjoy the show. I am glad our radical fun worked. Did we take a risk? Yes. We definitely did take chances to some extent. Did we feel like we had won? Yes. We rejoiced in getting Abbys passport and getting back to our travel. But, we had no illusion that this sing-along was a very small victory in a story that illustrates the reach and control of the Cuban government and its willingness to employ harassment even with visitors.

This is how the government controls food, and medicine, and rations, and daily life. It is how the government drives good and resilient people to dire choices in surviving a chaotic society. Yes, we took a minor risk and we won. We took away a recording that makes us smile, even laugh. What we left behind is perhaps a lesson too, for others. I am also sure that the receptionists and officials from the Immigration Office that day went home with the story of reckless people who tweaked the nose of dictatorial controlsimply by singing together.

[image: ]

Suarez Family Photo

Suarez family photo at the farm. Back row, from left to right, George and Lourdes. Middle row, left to right: Lala, Marguy, Mom Eloisa with baby Maria Dolores on lap, Dad Manuel with baby Melchor on lap, Ely, and Teresa. Front row left to right: Mane, Charlie, Xavier, and Rosie, circa 1955.
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View of the family home in El Dolores, 2004.
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Photo made for hire. Photo Courtesy of George Suarez

Lalas childhood nanny Eufrasia, whom the Suarez children called Ufri, circa 1945, was like a mother to Lala, always loving, always happy. In Lalas frantic efforts to get her father out of jail and her whole family out of Cuba in 1961, she was unable to say goodbye to Ufri, who passed away during the decades that no one got into or out of Cuba. During one of her trips in missions for the Cuban people, Lala was able to track down Ufris family in Cuba and tell them about how much the family loved their Ufri.
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Photo by Teresa Hamm

View of El Dolores area, 2004.
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Suarez Family Photo

Family picture in Hyattsville, Maryland, after five years in the U.S. From left to right: Fred, the youngest sibling, holds a photo of two sisters, Lourdes and Ely, who were not in town for the photo, Manny, Mary, Mel, Charles, Xavier, Rosa Maria, Mane, Marguy, Lala, Teresa holding baby son George, Luis Bernado holding baby Luis Jr., Zuzel, Georges wife, George, and finally the parents Eloisa and Manuel. Sister Lourdes, who was stationed in Peru, and sister Ely, who had married and moved to Atlanta.
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Photo Made for Hire

During a 2004 mission to Cuba, almost one-hundred missionaries spent a week in Santa Clara, Cuba. Lala Mooney is located on the right side, back row, fourth one next to the last row. This photo illustrates how dedicated the missionaries and local residents were to the work of the Lord. In a few cases, whole families joined, including both parents and two or three children.

[image: ]

__________________

91. Michael Reid, Revolution in Retreat. The Economist March 24, 2012. Page 4

92. The Incidence of Abortion Worldwide. Family Planning Perspectives, Vol. 25, Jan. 1999 and Historical abortion statistics, Cuba. Compiled by Wm. Robert Johnston, March 25, 2018. http://www.johnstonsarchive.net/policy/abortion/ab-cuba.html

93 That is, dilatation and curettage, which refers to dilation of the cervix and surgical removal of part of the lining of the uterus and/or contents of the uterus by scraping and scooping.

94 Historical abortion statistics, Cuba. Compiled by Wm. Robert Johnston, March 25, 2018. http://www.johnstonsarchive.net/policy/abortion/ab-cuba.html

95 Translated from: interrupcin.

96 Donate-Armada, Maida, and Zoila Macas. 1998. Suicide in Miami and Cuba. Miami, The Cuban American National Council, Inc., 5661.

97. Ibid., 2124





17. DOING MISSION WORK
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Restricted Travel After 9/11

By the time of the terror attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, I had visited Cuba two times, and my sister Margarita had once. My job as a guidance counselor had allowed me to have the summers off to travel to Cuba, and I had come to feel it was my obligation to the people of Cuba to do return trips, to listen, and help them.

After the attack of 9/11, going to Cuba became much more difficult. The United States tightened many travel regulations and border controls, including who could travel to its old foe, Cuba. While understandable, the restrictions were quite limiting and became a big obstacle to overcome. For example, only those who had either a parent or a child in Cuba could obtain permission from the United States to visit Cuba at that time. I did not fall in that category.

Like all Americans, I was terribly pained by the 9/11 attacks and supported protecting Americans, but I was also heartbroken about the travel restrictions because I knew the suffering in Cuba would not lessen. I knew how much our visits were helping. I thought, What to do? I had no idea.

Then, it seemed almost out of nowhere, suddenly I received a message from the church in Cuba that there was a way for me to go as a traveler under a category called religious travel. This was a passage given to those who went to Cuba to do mission work. All I needed was a direct invitation from the Catholic Church in Cuba. The Assistant to the Bishop of the Province of Santa Clara readily offered to send an official invitation on my behalf. I was honored, grateful.

Perhaps the even greater honor was finding out that it had been a priest from Mayajigua who had suggested that the church invite me. It was like a special invitation from the town of El Loco Mayajigua.

And that is how my work for the Cuban people in Cuba transformed. My efforts were adjusted to encompass what was expected, and my heart was set on ensuring I would do a good job.

Door-to-Door Missionary

You better take that make up off, Maria insisted sternly as I entered the dining room of her house. You can ruin it for everybody if the authorities find out that you came from the United States. Were going to tell everyone that you are from Havana.

Well, this was true, because I was born and raised in Havana. The look on Marias face told me that she was really worried, and she meant it. This was very serious. She was one of the main organizers of this mission work in Santa Clara, and it was a very big enterprise.

The mission organization was amazing. Over one-hundred missionaries had gathered from different towns throughout Santa Clara region in Cuba. They went door-to-door, inviting people to join us at the church one night. The gathering of missionaries was impressive. Rented buses brought riders to the back of the church. The riders were mostly young catechists, that is, religious teachers, between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five.

Also, whole families were coming to the church in Yaguajay, fathers and mothers with teenage children. It was a big crowd. It was a beautiful scene. I was inspired to see their faith and dedication to the church. Look at all the willingness to do missionary work, bringing the word of God to this corner of the earth. I simply did not think this could happen in a Communist country, but I could tell that the Bishop Arturo, from Santa Clara, and members of the clergy worked tirelessly to obtain permission to carry out this mission. I had been invited. I was so touched.

Mass and graceful singing by the choir followed a prayerful ceremony at the main church in the capital city of Santa Clara. Then, they dispatched us to our mission destinations. I had assumed I would be assigned to the area of El Nela, where my family had owned and operated a sugar mill. Instead, however, the mission organizers sent me to stay in Yaguajay. There I would meet new people. I was somewhat torn, because I joined the mission looking forward to visiting the people I already knew. I had wanted to continue to help them, and I was not really at ease meeting so many unfamiliar people in a new and unfamiliar Cuba. I reminded myself that I was here with a different, if unexpected purpose, and these people likely knew best how I could fit into their plans.

There was yet another surprise about my missionary work. One of the organizers delivered very strict instructions: keep quiet. As we were given lists of which houses to visit, Maria made a point to tell me, very clearly, We are pairing you with a seminarian, Jos. However, you are not to talk. Just let him do all the talking. Remember, if the authorities realize that you came from the U.S., they can stop the whole mission and send us all home.

As I accompanied Jos98 from one home to the next, I delighted in meeting new people from my country. They felt like my own people. Yet, I meticulously followed instructions. Jos talked most of the time, well, initially. I listened to the conversations, smiling, caring with my heart, and offering a short comment here or there. Our approach was working well until the third day.

On the third day, we were visiting a young lady, and she started to talk about her marital problems. I am ready to leave my husband, she said. He refuses to help around the house and is not relating well with the kids. But even worse, hes now carrying an affair with a young nursing student who has come here for three months for medical training. She was desperate and felt dejected. Her little girl was in another room close by, so she held back her tears.

I could tell that Jos did not know what to say. Marriage counseling was not necessarily his strong point. He looked at me, and his eyes said, Help me. I took a chance. With my training in counseling, I offered some basic ideas. You can be lenient with the issue of not helping around the house. Go at it slowly, one step at a time. But when it comes to marriage infidelity, there you have to draw the line. Make it clear that this is not acceptable. My words expressed strong resolve. We continued to talk, and I felt good about our conversation. It seemed to help. We told her that she could continue to receive support and guidance from the priest at the church. We also invited her to come to the mission and meet the priest one evening that week. As we left the house I felt fulfilled. I had helped a fellow Cuban. I had brought something of use to this mission. Even Jos seemed pleased that my initiative had made a difference.

From that point onward, I felt freer to talk after listening to peoples problems. The people we visited during the day would often come to the mission at night. One lady came over to me and said, This is the first time I walked into a church. I am so glad that I did. Im always home, with many things on my mind, and here I feel peaceful. She had a bright bouquet of flowers in her hands. After we finished talking, she walked lightly to the front of the church and deposited the flowers at the foot of the statue of the Blessed Virgin of Charity. It was a moving moment for me, for I have often turned to my faith to help me during difficult times. Now, this lady would have similar sustenance and refuge.

This, and many similar stories, filled our week of missionary work. I could see that our door-to-door visits and many conversations were bringing a spiritual hope to people who had been denied this freedom for so long. I had a chance to learn something worth more than anything else I could offer in Cuba. It reminded me of my dads steady faith during the tumult after Castro came to power. This gift could help steady the people.

Fortunately, the authorities did not detect my presence. Or, if they heard about me, they did not make an issue out of it. I will never know. One can never really know in Cuba. Whenever anyone asked where I was from, I had my reply ready. I would explain, I come from Havana, and I spend most of my time taking care of an elderly relative. This seemed to work well, thank God. My work helped to bring care and faith to fellow Cubans so it could continue.

I Stomped on an Image of the Blessed Virgin Mary

As I continued to visit residents of the area, offering care and my attention, there were many stories about desperation. One story is particularly memorable, about a lady who stomped on an image of the Blessed Virgin Mary. For readers who are not Catholic, the idea of such anger toward the patroness of Cuba would be discomforting to anyone who was in earshot of such a story. It would be seen as offending the Lords beloved mother, whom He had cherished.

I picked up the calendar page with the image of Our Lady of Charity, I threw it on the ground, and I stomped on it! said Juanita, her eyes and gestures re-living the intense desperation that she was feeling when this happened. You see, Blessed Virgin of Charity? Are you hearing me? My daughter is dying! I have prayed and prayed to you, and what you have you done? Nothing! Juanitas arms gestured emphatically. Her feet stomped on the floor repeatedly as if the picture of the Blessed Virgin was still there.

The next day my daughter got better! continued the anxious mother, hinting that the Blessed Virgin of Charity had heard, understood and answered her plight. Juanitas ill daughter, Angelita, had undergone a serious neck operation. The doctors had removed a piece of bone from her leg and inserted it into the cervical part of the spine. But, the wound had become infected and brought Angelita close to death.

It had never happened before, Angelita explained. The doctor told me it was the first infection to occur in that hospital as a result of that type of operation in the last seven years. Very rare, continued Juanitas daughter, as if defending the hospital and the doctors. I must have gotten the infection in the operating room. Maybe a nurse or someone else did not wash their hands properly or something. I was close to dying when someone gave me a cream called Schostakovsky Cream. I made a tremendous turn-around and got better. Angelita smiled at her recovery, even though her account was so different from her mothers.

I listened to this story and wondered what the famous cream was. Spoken aloud, its name sounded like the composer Tchaikovsky. Everyone throughout the island kept talking about this miracle medicine and how many people it had cured. When I read the label, it claimed to be bacteriostatico, which probably meant antibacterial. The label also said it was anti-inflammatory and anti-microbial.

I was operated on in Hermanos Ameijeiras Hospital, Angelita began again. The best there is in Cuba. Even though I am not entitled to go there, she said emphatically, my boss had some connections and got me in. Usually it is only for members of the military.

Of course, I wondered about the negligence that could have caused this life-threatening infection, I also marveled that this daughter seemed certain she was cared for in a medical system that was the best anywhere. Her view was quite common. Wherever I traveled in Cuba, people readily expressed a certain pride that they are the recipients of first-class medical treatment. For my part, I thought of the scarcity of aspirin and the death of Ufri. I would not be fooled, nor would I be rude enough to contradict comforting illusions.

Juanita had been the heroine of the missionaries at the Nela Sugar Mill. She provided lodging for ten missionaries and two nuns in her own house. She made their meals and took care of their needs for nine days.

The church was incredibly overcrowded, Juanita exclaimed happily as she related evening activities during the previous week. We have never, ever seen so many people in the church. We saw a lot of people that have never set foot there! Including the ladies who host the local Jehovahs Witness meetings. Juanita was alight as she spoke about the gathering.

She and I were walking through the streets of the dilapidated sugar mill town. People stopped Juanita to express their gratefulness. The missions were so good, said one lady. Being in church is so relaxing. You forget all your worries. I have lots of problems with my husband. I forgot them during the hours that I was at church. When is the next Mass? Juanita beamed with satisfaction as she informed the lady of the Mass schedule. Others asked the same questions as we walked back to her house.

By the time we said goodbye, I had come to see that Juanita had not shared her story about stomping on the Blessed Virgin of Charity to seek forgiveness. She was not looking for judgment. She was relating her desperation, and her desperation had been very great. I also knew that Juanita knew in her heart that the Blessed Virgin of Charity had heard her, despite her rage. The Blessed Virgin of Charity understood a mothers desperation when her child is suffering.

My Son Set Himself on Fire

The stories continued as we visited home after home. My son committed suicide, the man told us. His face was marked with pain and sadness. And my wife has been like this ever since, he said, pointing to the lady next to him sitting in a catatonic-like state.

What can I say? answered Jos, the seminarian with whom I remained partnered. Even while searching for consoling words, Jos continued, Losing a son must be a great tragedy.

I dont attend church, the man continued, but I do believe in the Blessed Virgin of Charity. The man who had lost his son to suicide was moving about the living room, where there was a 1950 British motorcycle parked. Yes, parked there in the middle of the living room. A picture of the Blessed Virgin of Charity was glued to each side of the windshield. This grieving father had some spiritual feelings, some belief to which he clung in this isolation.

He set himself ablaze, the man volunteered, speaking of his lost son. He had romantic problems. His voice revealed a quiet resignation, but his emotional pain changed his face. We listened and learned that this happened over five years earlier, and that his son had been his only child. Meanwhile, in her place, his wife remained unmoving, impassive, revealing how he had lost her also.

Jos immediately responded. They spoke back and forth, gently. I kept listening. My seminarian partner did a great job in talking to the man, drawing him out of his lonely state. As the conversation continued the man was even relaxing a bit. Yet that was a big step. While encouraging the man to seek the help of the church, Jos also promised to have a priest come by and talk to him again within a week.

Then, as if trusting us now, the man began to reveal how he saw the difficult economy in Cuba as a contributing factor to the suicide of his son. The fathers voice became more emotional, openly disappointed and bitter. While others were more circumspect in expressing their views of the government, this man started talking openly about the many things that did not make sense to him. We listened, and Jos continued to talk with him. Mostly, the man seemed appreciative for our listening to him express his pain. The conversation became lighter with time, as the two men started to talk about motorcycles. As we concluded the visit, I had the feeling that this visit had helped break through to a deeply grieving father who lost both his son and his wife. He might consider allowing God to enter into his life.

My Daughter Died Too Young

Several houses later, Jos and I found a distraught mother. How can I believe in God? she asked. When my only daughter died two years ago? At age thirty-three? I just cant believe. We inferred that her daughter had died suddenly, after a short illness. I visited this lady in a neighborhood which locals called Africa because a great number of Afro-Cubans had moved there. It was awful, one of the church members told us later. Once in the casket, the body kept bleeding and liquids came out of her. They had to close the casket. No one could determine what had caused this young lady to die. There were many different theories. From some of the comments I heard, people suggested that the medical care had failed to help the daughter and was not that good. Yet, with the commonplace pride in Cuban medicine, the mother was unable to find any better target for her anger than God.

As we continued to talk with this grieving mother, this story reminded me of one of my friends in the United States whose son had died recently. Both mothers were left with more questions than answers. They were both struggling to find sense as they grieved. The counseling issues are, I thought to myself, the same every place on this earth. How does anyone accept the death of a child who dies in his or her prime? What to say? How to help a parent heal from such loss? Jos finished up our visit with this anguished mother by suggesting he set an appointment with Father Alberto, who could come and see her at her house sometime soon. The mother who did not believe in God agreed. Perhaps she, too, would find a renewed connection with God for sustenance and comfort in the very harsh world of Cuba.

Group Gatherings at Days End

Every evening we all met for the evaluation when we shared our experiences of that day. Many missionaries encountered similar issues among those whom they visited, especially with death and dying. This loss was markedly intensified by the fact that almost everyone in Cuba more recently has only one child, so losing an only child takes away all of his or her hope in life.

Walking among so many wounded fellow Cubans, our hope was to start conversations that could be a bridge into peoples isolation and help guide them to some consolation from the teachings of the church. With the church being considered an enemy of the state, people were deprived of the guidance and support that the religious beliefs represent for our daily life.

Even the smallest religious aid we might take for granted here, Cubans had little access to. For example, I found a little prayer manual that had some prayers for those who have died, and I gave it to the grieving mother whose daughter died of a mysterious bleeding disease. She otherwise would have found none. The grieving parents that day, and all the brave Cubans with whom we spoke during the mission, had been offered a chance to come into a deeper relationship with their faith and their church. I was grateful and humbled to be part of that invitation.

A Church in Ruins

If only we were able to rebuild the church, Esperanza sighed one morning. My sister Margarita and I were, along with others, visiting Cuban friends again. We had gathered under a tree to say morning prayers with neighbors. Nearby was a building in ruins. It was once the church that my grandfather had built for everyone in that beautiful town.

By now, we had heard some beautiful stories about how people tried to protect the church during the Revolution, when militia went through the towns destroying any vestige of the Catholic Church. Someone hastened to hide the sagrario99 in a hole in a backyard garden. Then, there were the churchs stained-glass windows, which were (and are) incredibly beautiful. The stained-glass windows were so big that the local people could not hide them inside houses, but they had to act fast. They decided to wrap and stack all the windows in the back patio of one large house, where they were then covered with piles of wood. People were proud to tell us how the stained-glass windows had been saved. They, like my grandfather, saw this church as something essential to their lives.

Esperanza and I sat looking at the church ruins. It was a mess. Why dont you write a letter to our Uncle Carlos? I wondered aloud, remembering an idea about having the advantage by putting things in writing. I read it in a management book, whose authors explained that, by putting something in writing, the recipient is stuck with a piece of paper. It might get pushed aside. It might end up in a drawer. It might be moved here and there and even ignored. But, the paper remains. Sooner or later the recipient is likely to read it and deal with your suggestion. Little did I know how important this strategy would turn out to be in this instance.

My sister Margarita liked the idea and took charge. She sat in a corner of the living room with Esperanza and another lady. Together, they all wrote a letter to Uncle Carlos. It was an arduous effort, very emotional. They measured every word as if they were preparing the Declaration of Independence or the Magna Carta. I was not interested in that much work and instead took a nice walk around the batey. When I returned, they were still conferring, weighing, writing. Little did we know that we were about to have the shock of our lives when we presented it to my Uncle Carlos.

My Uncle Refuses to Read the Letter

Upon returning to the United States, Margarita lost no time delivering this letter to Uncle Carlos. We did not know if he would help, but we assumed he would read news from the sugar mill and be interested. He might consider her request or might politely decline.

I dont know any sugar mill named Jaime Lopez, my uncle replied sharply as he read the first sentence of the letter. His annoyance surprised us.

Everyone knew that Castros government had changed the names of all the sugar mills. It was just one more way of erasing the past and replacing it with a reality Castro could define. So, the old name of Dolores had been discarded, and the sugar mill had been renamed Jaime Lopez. This name referred to a hero of the Revolution who had few friends because of how he had behaved in the years before Castro took power. Seeing the name must have hurt for my uncle on many levels, but we all knew about what had happened. What we had overlooked was the heartbreak my uncle carried all his years, too, like the rest of us.

I also dont read letters that are not signed, my uncle objected, returning the letter to Margarita and walking away. Margarita and I even now wonder at the intensity with which he rejected the letter. But, like our travels to Cuba opened wounds there, we were learning our travels to Cuba were also bringing back more pain for Cubans in America who left Cuba.

As Pancho had struggled all these years to understand how my uncle had not stayed to help with the mill, my uncle and many other land owners in exile struggled with having lost everything they had worked for. Especially for Uncle Carloss generation, they had walked away from all they had earned and created, which was hard earned when they were younger. Their land, their businesses, and homes had been surrendered, often at gunpoint. This letter then forced my uncle to face the reality of Cuba and also look at his wounds. Was he going to help those who were asking? Or was he going to turn his back on them?

My sister and myself, we were of a younger generation. We suffered loss and grief but it could not compare to those who lost everything. Their wounds were deeper. Everything they had worked for had been taken away. Stolen. The younger refugees from Cuba adapted like younger people do. Settling to live far from home for this generation must have been a very different experience, and a very much more difficult struggle.

Esperanzas letter helped us see and gain greater insight into the full story of what it meant to flee Castro and lose Cuba. The stories of our family and of Cuba continued to gain depth and scopeas usual, colored by pain, loss, and sorrow.

The Church is Rebuilt

With time, my uncles initial reaction softened. He had to admit that the Cubans left behind had no option but to cooperate with the government. Working in the stolen sugar mill was sustenance in a society of want and scarcity. It took time. We waited, but we needed him to take the leadership role gathering funds to rebuild the church. Time was passing, and Uncle Carlos was the only brother of my mothers family still alive. The decision was going to be in his hands.

Ill talk to him! his wife Nenita offered. Ill do that too! some other family members offered. One month passed, then another. In a complete turn-around, Uncle Carlos announced he would raise the money to restore the church. A priest from Cuba came to Miami and met with him. From that point on, Carlos spent most of his time planning and coordinating the rebuilding of the church near the Dolores Sugar Mill.

It was inspiring to watch his dedication and commitment. As it turned out, the Good Lord gave Carlos this project in the last years of his life. His health was deteriorating. He only lived two more years. Those last years were dedicated to this effort. The church was rebuilt to stand for all the people in the town and for their children. In the process, he was able to find some healing to old wounds.

Rebuilding the church proved to be an architectural challenge, because it had been designed and built it in the shape of a pentagon. The local Bishop of Matanzas coordinated the communications between the architect in Cuba and the one in Miami. Work continued. The effort was successful and the church was rebuilt.

During our next visit we were ecstatic to be able to sit and pray with our friends in the rebuilt church. We gathered later for a meal, chatting as usual, when it became apparent that the local people had no idea that the former owners, the Gaston family, had funded the reconstruction. Not one person knew! They believed the government had funded the project.

To correct the record could put people in danger of some reprisal and affect our ability to visit in the future. Instead, we let people know, one-by-one, quietly. We had learned by now how to speak circumspectly, how to hint without asserting, how to be vague on purpose. Besides protecting all involved, we had to be careful because, in Cuba, you never know when something can hurt the church, and also the people who go to church.

Several years later, about 2007, the Castro government dismantled the Dolores Sugar Mill. The officials had it disassembled, piece-by-piece. They took all the pieces away and left the ground bare. A sugar mill that had provided work for those in the area for over 200 years was now gone. Everyone around the area was now unemployed. Initially, the government provided some relief. They continued their salaries for several months, and created local schools for the adults to attend and learn writing skills and other subjects taught in school. But with time, all this was discontinued and the great majority of the workers remained unemployed.

The greater contrast yet was seeing that, as one building was taken down by the Castro government, Gods house was standing, restored. It stood there with the people after the sugar mill was gone, reminding everyone that God is with us always in our need, and remains with us no matter what darkness. There is a story about St. Francis of Assisi hearing God tell him to restore the church. So, St. Francis set to begging for stones and supplies with which he did rebuild a crumbled little chapel. But, what God really meant was for St. Francis to rebuild a church that had crumbled spiritually. This story about St. Francis gives me hope as I imagine the sweet little church where people pray near where the Dolores Sugar Mill no longer stands. Its restoration by my Uncle Carlos is a sign of hope for all of Cuba.

[image: ]

Photo by Lala Mooney

The Catholic Church at the Dolores Sugar Mill was in ruins in 2000, following decades of disrepair under the Castro regime, which saw religious activity as a threat to the government. After Fidel Castro assumed control of Cuba, the church was repurposed as a movie theatre and other uses until the roof collapsed and the building was abandoned.
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Photo by Lala Mooney

A particularly poignant event of a mission involves people joining together in prayer, like this service in 2003, placing candles in front of the altar with requests for special intentions placed before the Lord.
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Photo by Lala Mooney

Even when the Catholic Church in the El Nela Sugar Mill area, in Yaguajay had no roof and was little more than a ruin, people came there to attend Sunday Mass offering during a mission in 2003. Some of those attending had never been inside a church, because churches had been closed during the Revolution and priests were driven from Cuba.
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This Catholic Church (named for the Virgin Mary) was built by Melchor Gaston, father of Eloisa Gaston and paternal grandfather to Lala Mooney and her siblings, in the mid- 1900s at the Dolores Sugar Mill. In 2001, it was rebuilt with contributions collected by the Eloisas children and grandchildren living in the United States. The design serves a dual purpose for community worship and for shelter during hurricanes and severe storms.
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Photo by Lala Mooney

Jesus on the cross is featured in a stained-glass window in the Catholic Church at the Dolores Sugar Mill, in 2001, after reconstruction.
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Photo by Lala Mooney

The Blessed Virgin Mary and the baby Jesus are featured in a stained-glass window in the Catholic Church at the Dolores Sugar Mill. This window and the other one of Jesus were removed and hidden for many years by the workers at the mill. They were reinstalled when the church was repaired by Gaston family donations in 2001.
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Photo by Lala Mooney
 
With bright and smiling faces turned toward the camera, local children in Cuba enjoyed making their own rosaries during this mission trip, circa 2005.
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Mooney Family Photo
 
Lala Mooney plays the guitar for the group at the picnic held on the last day of one mission trip in 2004. The missions created great bonds of friendship and closeness among missionaries and with the Cubans.

__________________

98. Not his real name. All Cubans who remain in Cuba but whose words are shared here have been identified with pseudonyms and in other ways to conceal their true identities.

99. The sagrario is the vessel where the Sacred Host (wafers that represent the body of Christ) are stored. It is typically crafted in fine metal and glass.





EPILOGUE
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Looking back, I can now say that my life here has been greatly blessed. It turned out much better than I would have imagined when I got off the ferryboat in West Palm Beach and put my foot on U.S. soil in flight from my Cuba. I could not have imagined what my life would become when I was just a little girl growing in the sugar mill area or, when I was a little older, studying in Havana. Then, I was the granddaughter of a local legend, loved by everyone in the sugar mill village, happy among siblings, loving and loved by my brilliant father and inspiring mother, and tended by Ufti. My life now is far from whatever might have been possible had I not lost that unstable world to Castro and fled Cuba so long ago.

The blessings and opportunities I have found in America are very many and great, but the price has been to carry an ache in my heart for fellow Cubans whose fates remain hidden behind Castros iron hand. It seems people underestimate how that burden lasts a full lifetime. I am always grateful that my children and grandchildren do not have to comprehend what my family and our fellow Cubans have endured.

In my home here in West Virginia, every morning it is my habit to wander into the kitchen. I lift the blinds for a look outside. I say a prayer of thanks to the Good Lord for all the blessings He has given me. In the grassy yard that is adorned with West Virginia trees, I almost can see the far away shorelines, wide fields of sugar cane, and island trees of the beautiful land where I was born. I say a prayer for Cuba in the mornings, and for those who remain to suffer what most of my family had escaped.

Like any proud parent and grandparent, I also say a prayer for my beautiful children and their children. So much of the story of my life is given purpose in their lives and their successes. What would my children and grandchildren have faced had I not managed to hold it together through the days in prison with the suffering of my family? By holding strong, my family and I have been blessed to live in the United States with the freedoms we richly appreciate and enjoy daily.

Not everyone from my family made it off the island of Cuba alive. My Uncle Ignacio did not. My Uncle Patricio may not have, had my cousin not been so brave and daring, and a little bit crazy. I lost many friends to the execution squad, and many more served lengthy sentences in prison. The same was true for my parents and all Cubans who escaped the Castro regime.

Each morning, I take stock of all my blessings as I look out my kitchen window and I thank the Lord, again, for all of His gifts to my family and me. And then I begin another day, living this wonderful life in America in a way to reflect the deep appreciation that I have for being just simply alive, unafraid for my life and the lives of those I love.
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Suarez Family Photo

Lalas mother, Eloisa, sits on the couch enjoying time with her husband, Manuel, and their grandchild, Katieri (Katherine) Hamm.





ADDENDUMS
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Editors Note: This letter is from the voice and experience of Oscar A. Echevarria, a family friend.

I met Manuel and his family in 1945 when I was a child and Lourdes, the oldest one of the family, was about seven years old. I could see all of them swimming in the resort of San Jos de los Lagos, in Mayajigua, Cuba.

While his older son, George, was also at my school Beln, but not in my grade, our friendship flourished when I joined the Agrupacin Catlica Universitaria (ACU) in 1953 after graduating from Beln.

After the Sunday Mass there was breakfast at the Patio de los Almendros. I and others, enjoyed listening to Manuels anecdotes. He was also an excellent lecturer on the social encyclicals both at the ACU and at his home where I first saw the cans of Kuboil (the recycled oil he had introduced in Cuba).

He was also a gracious host at their farm in Caimito de Guayabal, near the capital where he had built the oil recycling plant, a first in Cuba, and where some of us will go with our dates to swim and party.

In the Cuban tradition there is always a great party when a girl reaches her fifteenth birthday. At the birthday party, the father dances with the daughter at the beginning of the dance and then he hands the young lady, in the middle of the dance, to the girls friend. Instead, as a special honor, I would take over and dance with the young lady and continue the celebration.

Lourdes was a boarder at the Sacred Heart and she will call me when she could go out on the weekend and graciously ask me to get her a date and added, Oscar, I will bring a good looking classmate for you. Manuel trusted me to be her chaperone.

I also helped Manuel to buy family cars. We used to travel to the U.S., to buy a car, and drive through the States on vacation. Then we would import the car to Cuba. Manuel asked me if I could buy him a previously owned station wagon in Miami and bring it to Havana and so I did, a 1954 Ford; which they drove until the farm was confiscated.

Out of the political circles at Manuels house was born the Christian Democratic Party in 1959 with his brothers, in-laws Melchor and Carlos Gaston, Jose Ignacio Rasco, Angel Ortega, Laureano Batista Falla, and myself. Many of us who participated in these gatherings came to the U.S. and participated in our local churches and universities in order to implement the Christian principles that we learned there.

Ultimately, Manuel and I became business partners. It was a great first opportunity for me to become successful in a business. Manuel was an inventor and a scientist. He was a pioneer in the process of re-refining oil. This meant that used oil was collected, and then filtered to remove the used parts. After this was removed the good oil was left and it was just as good as new oil.

However, the next step was how to market the refined oil. Manuel had not been very successful selling Kuboil retail at the gas station and I immediately realized that the station owners would not be willing to alienate their gasoline supplier carrying a third party oil brand. To be helpful, I ordered a fifty-five gallon drum at $41.50 for my fathers printing plant and the performance of the oil was outstanding. I asked him if I could be his distributor to other industries and my fathers clients, such as sugar mills, the Nestle factory, and the Tropical Brewery. He agreed. Pito, his driver, would deliver the oil to either the plant in Havana or the railroad station to ship them. This operation started in 1955 and by 1959 because of Fidel, Manuel ceased the operation and I had made $150,000.

Manuel was a true Renaissance man, scientist, inventor, entrepreneur, and politically active person. As for me, I would say that he impacted my life at several levels. His intellectual knowledge of religious principles has stayed with me from those early years and up to this moment. At a personal level, his family was very important in my life. Since I am an only child, they welcomed me and they considered me as one more brother (brother number 7). Finally, as a young man entering the business world, Manuels trust and faith in me provided me with an incredible opportunity to start my career and experience success from my own efforts. He was an integral part of my life.
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Photo Courtesy of Oscar Echevarria

Oscar Echevarria and his wife, Elena Falla
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Editors Note: This letter is from the voice and experience of Hilario G. Rojas, a family friend.

I first met Suarez in 1954 during our third year at the University de Villanueva School of Chemical Engineering. The grapevine had told us that our new Professor of Sugar Engineering was going to be the Ingeniero Manuel Suarez Carreo. The name was familiar to me. A very good friend of my late father (he died in 1944) was Eduardo Gaston, also an engineer. Gaston (as my mother called him) was a great uncle of Suarezs wife Elita Gaston. When my father died in 1944, my mother kept in contact with the Gaston family. She asked Eduardo to be my First Communion Godfather.

Suarez showed up his first day of class wearing a bow tie. That was unusual. His demeanor impressed me, easy going, selfassured, and friendly. We learned from him that he was a Civil Engineer from Villanova University in Pennsylvania, and his family owned the Central Nela Sugar Mill (I knew that his wifes family owned the Central Dolores Sugar Mill). With Suarezs solid background and experience in the sugar industry, I felt that the course was going to be useful and very interesting. This turned out to be true.

The following September, at the beginning of the 1955 school year, we found out that Suarez had replaced Dr. Lee Sklark as the Dean of the School of Engineering that now included Chemical Engineering and Mechanical Engineering.

I wrote my senior year thesis on the fluid mechanics of sugar cane grinding, with Suarez as my Thesis Director. Suarez thought that the paper would be a candidate to be presented at the 1958 National Meeting of the Cuban Society of Sugar Chemical Engineers. It was selected and I made the presentation at the Hotel Hilton meeting.

After graduation, I accepted a job as staff engineer with the Cuban branch of Colgate-Palmolive, the detergent manufacturers.

A few months into that job, Suarez made me a great job offer. The offer was to be an assistant professor at Villanueva for nine months a year, and to work for him for three months during the sugar harvest season as a sugar industry consultant engineer. His company, Servicios Especializados de Ingeniera, specialty was the efficiency of the sugar cane grinding process. Suarez provided the experience, expertise, and sold the service to the mill owners. My job was to visit the Centrales, perform the inspection, and collect the data. My assistant Bergolla and I will do fifteen to twenty inspections during the season. Suarez and I will spend one week a month analyzing the information and writing the reports. We were operational for three seasons, 1958, 1959, and 1960.

By 1960, many Centrales were under government control, so our season was short. One of Villanuevas Chemical Engineering graduates, Alvaro Garcia de la Piera, worked for the Ministerio de Industrias and was successful in selling to his superiors a project, to study in detail, the energy needs of the twelve biggest sugar mills to determine how much excess electrical energy could be produced, if properly tuned, for general consumption. Suarez was the engineering consultant, and when it was determined that a technical team would have to be organized to collect the information and perform the analysis, Suarez recommended me to head that group.

The team was organized during the late summer of 1960. I continued working for Suarez in Villanueva as assistant professor, and under his technical direction at the sugar mills energy project. The plan was to do the project planning and to install the necessary equipment at the mills during the fall and the data gathering while the mills were operating from January to June of 1961.

I got married in the fall of 1960, to Heide Alvarez, and moved half a block from your home, across the street from the south entrance to Villanuevas grounds. I invited Suarez to be a witness to the wedding.

As you well know, on April 17, 1961, anti-Castro Cuban forces invaded Cuba. Unfortunately, Castro defeated the invasion forces in three days.

The invasion changed the environment in Cuba. The government took control of any organization that they considered to be a danger to the Communist regime, including the Catholic schools and the Universidad de Villanueva. The days following the invasion we found out that there had been a significant number of arrests all over Havana. They arrested anyone that they thought might be involved with the counterrevolution or that was vocal against the regime. The number of people under arrest was such that they were kept at the ballparks and the sports center. At that time it became evident that Suarez was under arrest. Later on, the information that we got was that Suarez was let go about two months after the invasion and immediately left for the U. S.

After that fateful day of April 17, 1961, I did not see Suarez for many years. The sugar mills energy project plans changed drastically due to the invasion. We quickly finished the fieldwork, and analyzed the data. The invasion had failed, so there was no reason to stay in the island. Several in the group started to make plans to leave, including me. Heide and I left in October 1961.

I knew of Suarez and the family through common friends. I knew that you all were in Washington D.C. and Suarez was working for an industrial construction company related to nuclear engineering.

In 1971, when my oldest son Javier was finishing high school and was selecting his career path, between finance or law, I found out that Javier Suarez was practicing law in Miami. I contacted him and he was very kind to meet with Javier, my son. After Suarez moved to the southern part of Florida I had the opportunity to see him several times and of course, to discuss his new project of alcohol from cellulose.

By then, my career had changed significantly. After arriving in the U.S. and spending a brief time with a chemical company, I joined IBM (International Business Machines) where I spent thirty years of my life. The first assignments were to adapt computers to control chemical plants. Later on, management assigned me to define the new families of process control computers. In the 1970s the new low cost personal computers were in their infancy and I was one of the twelve engineers that IBM organized as a study group to design what became the IBM Personal Computer. The IBM PC developed into a multi billion-dollar business for the company, of which I was appointed Director of Planning.

Lala, your father played a very important role in my life. As you may recall, many times after work he would invite me to go to your home, which was across the street from Villanueva, and also to visit and stay for the weekend at your farm (finca) near Havana.

During those eight years that I was lucky enough to have him as my teacher, first manager, and mentor, he provided me directly and indirectly, through his example, with a set of principles and rules for problem solving that to this day I follow, and many times even now, sixty years later, when I apply his common sense rule I recall Suarezs guidance. He stressed on his engineering students that when analyzing a problem you had to apply two principles: 1) Common Sense, and 2) To look at the big picture. He hammered those two points in his Orientacin to Engineering class in freshman year, and in all the other classes he taught.

He applied those principles to all aspects of life, including religion. What impressed me the most was Suarezs faith. It was solid, firmly rooted in the First Meditation of the St. Ignatius Spiritual Exercises (First Principle and Foundation). Not that he gave me lectures on religion, but it was his example through his approach to moral problems. Of course, I related well to that line of thought. My mother was educated with spiritual direction of the Jesuits of the Sagrado Corazon Church, my Beln education and the Father Llorente SJ from the ACU of which Suarez and I were members.

Suarez was also my first manager. He taught me, in his direct no-nonsense way, what delegation of responsibility meant and in the process developed my self-confidence and sense of personal responsibility and value. I still recall the first situation just starting to work for him when I approached him with a question. He just answered, you are in charge, so make your decision.

For the rest of my life, and remembering his advice, I have always been very careful in deciding when to escalate a problem up to management.

Lala, I dont know what quality of life I would have had without Suarezs influence during those eight years but along with my mother he was the most important person in molding and providing guidance in my life.
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Hilario Rojas stands in front of the family home.
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Suarez Gaston, family, at the farm, 1955, 201

Suarez Gaston family. At Ursuline convent 1958, 9

Suarez Gaston (sisters); All 8 girls. Cuba, 1958, 120
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Suarez Gaston Eloisa, portrait, 120
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Suarez, Manuel & Eloisa; with baby Katieri 222

Suarez, Margarita (sister); 1957, 161

Suarez, Margarita (sister); Viet Nam, 162

Suarez, Mel.(brother); Wedding. 13 siblings, parents, 148

Suarez, Patricio Sr (grandpa); 1910, 100

Suarez, Patricio Sr, fam. Photo, children and spouses, 111

Suarez, Patricio Sr., with 4 sons, in Cuba 92

Suarez, Patricito III, Rescued his Dad from prison, 84

Suarez, Susan, Wedding, 148

Suarez, Xavier, and President Bush, 171

Suarez, Xavier, with Francis, Alex and Lala 172

Weinstein, Myra and Fred Suarez, Wedding day, 160
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Bush, W., President, with Xavier Suarez, Miami, 171

Diaz, Nils, Nuclear Engineer, 114

Nela Missionaries, Over 100, 204

O'Malley, Cardinal Sean, Cardinal. Boston, 148

Echevarria, Oscar & wife. Elena Falla, 225

Kelly, Father John, Rector. Villanueva, Cuba, 11

Llorente, Father; Director of ACU, 121

Martinez, Mel, Senator, Florida, 114

Rojas, Hilario, Engineering student, 230

Trujillo, Carlos, Ambassador, OAS, 162

Ufri and Alejo, Wedding picture. Cuba 202

Photos of Buildings

Belen School,. Aereal view, 80

Belen School. Chapel, Havana, Cuba, 81

Cabana, La, Fortress, Used as a prison. Manuel Suarez, 24

Church, Mayajigua, with no roof, 217

Dolores Sugar Mill. Intact, 103

Dolores Sugar Mill. Dismantled, 103

Dolores, Church, Destroyed. Inside view, 216
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Dolores Church, Stained glass windows, 219

Dolores Mission. Making rosaries, 220

Havana City, Panoramic view, 30

House, Farm, Guayabal, Havana, 37

House. Havana, Biltmore. Across for Villanueva, xx, 11

Morro, El, Fortress, Used as a prison by Castro, 24

Nela Sugar Mill, Intact, 104

Nela Sugar Mill, Dismantled, 104

Villanuea U. Havana, Cuba, Aerial view, Cuba, 10

Villanueva U. Havana, Cuba, Chapel, 11

Other Photos

Dolores, countryside view, palm trees, 203

Nela, palm trees, 29

Nela , Countryside view, 37

Ration Card, Reproduction of original one, 187

Ration card by Lala; Outline & pictures of food, 190

Chicken allowance, 191

Sweepstakes, By Pepsi Cola Co., 140

Sweepstakes, About $12,000, 144

Truck used as boat, Escaping Cuba, 30
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Not for Resale

y sister, Lala, is a remarkable woman, and she

has undertaken a very difficult task of writing
the life story about an amazing Suarez family who
suffered a terrible but astounding fate when Fidel
Castro’s Revolution took over Cuba.

In the very first week of the triumph of the
Castro Revolution, Lalas father, a professor of
Engineering, found himself in front of militiamen,
with guns pointed at him. They demanded the
information he had on his students. Her father refused,
but from that moment on, everything in Cuba seemed
to fall apart. Soon after the 1961 Bay of Pigs Invasion
had begun, a handful of militiamen entered the Suarez
Lala Suarez Mooney, Author home, and they took Lala, her father, and two of her
sisters to prison. Lala’s account of being in a communist prison, along with scores
of other women, is illustrative of the dangers of that failed ideology.

In this book, you will experience her voyage from an imprisoned teenager, to a
struggling refugee, wife, and mother. For Lala found a new home in the United
States and became the wife of a brilliant American man (her chess-playing
companion) and the mother of four equally brilliant children. Two of her children,
Vincent and Margarita, have become college professors. Her son Patrick is a
successful businessman, and her other son, Alex Mooney, is a U.S. Congressman
from West Virginia.

Later, Lala decided to take the family tradition of social activism back to her
country of birth, even though Cuba s still controlled by the communist regime that
imprisoned her and scarred her as a teenager.

Above all, Lala believes that by telling her own story, readers will come to know
the painful reality of the suffering of the Cuban people. Recounting her missionary
trips to Cuba, Lala would like to debunk any mythical notion that the current
regime is what the Cuban people yearn for. Put simply, the Cuban people yearn for
the American dream, but on their own soil.

Xavier Suarez, BE, MPR, JD
Miami-Dade County Commissioner
Former Mayor of the City of Miami (1985-1993)

Bé Sy A Project of the Legacy Foundation

www.legacyfoundation.com

FOUNDATIO
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$11,000 GROCERY BILL

Family of 12 Scrambles for Food :

By JONX SHERWO0OD w1\ Photo Coursesy Toe Washingion Star

Ar the Consumer Discount. Su;nmarkt Conap cereal boses were fying in the air, as sister
Rosie Suares sent them 10 the pile in front of he cash regster Baby brother Fred took prod- [\ 4rcs e
| wcts 0 the pile. Manny emerged from bebind Rosie.
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PRESIDENT BUSH IN MIAMI

ANGACE BARBGT J Muarms paraid

President Bush, greeted by Miami Mayor Xa-
vier Suarez at Miami International Airport
Viednesday night, brings his war on Grugs to
South Florida today when he participates in &
simulated drug interception and spoaks to law
enforcement agents from 20 Latin American
countries.

The president, who stayed at the Doral Hotel
on Miami Beach Wednesday night, speaks 1o
he International Drug Entorcement Confer-
ence at the Biscayne Bay Marrioft this morn-
ing, then heips dedicate a Coast Guard anti-
smuggling communications unit near Metro-
200 before fiying to Glearwater 10 dedicate a
research center on Alzheimer's disedse.
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