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PRAISE FOR KEEPER OF MY KIN


“A brilliant testament to the power of storytelling. A devastatingly human portrayal of the effects of migration, family secrets, and the history that binds and moves us, this book is a must-read for anyone who has ever loved. With enormous tenderness and an unflinching pursuit of truth, Ferrer writes her family into history, into memoir, into public record, into sunlight, where they—where we all—have always deserved to be.”

—Javier Zamora, New York Times bestselling author of Solito

“Powerful and eloquent, Keeper of My Kin explores love of family and love of place—and, for those who are forced to flee, what is left behind and what stays with them forever.”

—Jeannette Walls, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Glass Castle

“An engrossing tale of what it takes to make and keep a family across generations, even in the face of political turmoil and impossible choices. Ada Ferrer is a deeply moving truth-teller who, in recovering the lives of her kin, rediscovers herself. On her bold and beautiful pages, we learn that migration has never been a story of politics and power alone. At its core, it is a saga about family love. A new window onto our own moment, this book is a gift to a nation striving to better understand the stakes of every stop, detention, and expulsion carried out today. It is a balm and brave call to conscience.”

—Martha S. Jones, author of The Trouble of Color: An American Family Memoir

“Ada Ferrer’s remarkable Keeper of My Kin is one of those memoirs you don’t just read, but one that you feel in your bones. It’s both a fearless excavation of the past and a bold, compassionate attempt to understand the difficult choices embedded, sometimes buried, within every immigration story. I loved this book.”

—Daniel Alarcón, executive producer of Radio Ambulante and author of The King Is Always Above the People

“A gripping family memoir, Keeper of My Kin explores fraught relationships and secret pasts against the backdrop of big history. Here, Ada Ferrer, the ‘historian daughter’ and descendant of an enslaved Black maternal ancestor, tells the truths of her kin with an aching tenderness, revealing the traumas that come with the package of racism, war, revolution, and migration. In an intimate story lovingly told, memory, history, and emotional honesty combine in a beautiful act of retrieval.”

—Tiya Miles, author of All That She Carried: The Journey of Ashley’s Sack, a Black Family Keepsake

“The Ferrer family will forever stay with you for theirs is the story of all Cubans in the last seven decades. If you read this tender and brilliant book as I did—drying tears and holding my breath—it’ll be yours to cherish as well. A triumphant memoir of love and loss.”

—Mirta Ojito, author of Finding Mañana: A Memoir of a Cuban Exodus

“ ‘What country, friends, is this?’ asks Viola, washed ashore in Illyria at the beginning of Twelfth Night. Here, another island, Cuba, and the shores of America; another wine-dark, enclosed, estranging sea; other odysseys. Ferrer has written a history that is also myth: of those left behind, lost brothers, found families, old and new lives. Keeper of My Kin is exhilarating to read; I loved it; I loved knowing more about all the departures and returns, the losses and reparations, that have made the modern world.”

—Carolyn Steedman, author of La ape for a Good Woman
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For my daughters, Alina and Lucía, with a love beyond measure





Three Notes to the Reader

In deference to the privacy of others, I have changed some names that appear in this book.



As a historian, I have used archival and other primary sources to help me reconstruct the worlds that my family inhabited. For many events in my lifetime, I have also relied on my own memory. But memory is a strange and fallible thing. I realize that other family members may remember events or people differently. When I am aware of such a difference, I point it out, trying to be as faithful and responsible to our family story as possible. Any remaining errors are, of course, my own.



It is important for me to comment on the question of language and translation. I have written this book in English, which though not my first language chronologically has long been my first language in a more practical sense. A lot of what appears here, however, did not unfold in English, or only in English. Most of the people portrayed in this book—my parents, my brothers, my grandparents, my aunts and uncles, and many other relatives—did not speak, write, or think in English but in Spanish. Their words appear here in English only because I have translated them. Occasionally, I retain short phrases and words in the original Spanish. While this book cannot convey exactly the bilingual rhythm in which it was lived, I think it is appropriate to give the reader a small taste of the linguistic shifting back and forth that is often the soundtrack to immigrant life. The consequences of migration are many. One is that people often have to live the intimacy of family across multiple languages, the burden (and privilege) of translation falling usually to the children.





PROLOGUE In My Mother’s Arms

My mother always loved to hold me in her arms. When I was a young girl, or decades later when I myself was already a mother, and even after that when I was in my fifties and helping to care for her as she lay dying, she used to put her arm around my shoulder to pull my head in close. Or she’d take my hand in hers and bring it to her lips. Then she’d look at me and say always the same thing. Cómo pasamos trabajo tú y yo. How we struggled, you and I.

I was only ten months old when it happened. So I can conjure our story here, to begin, only through my mother’s eyes as she saw it all transpire, only through her voice as she remembered and narrated the events over the years and decades that followed.



The first scene unfolds in Havana’s international airport in April 1963. By then, Fidel Castro had been in power for four years. He had already declared the revolution socialist; a US invasion against his government had failed; and the superpowers had recently brought the world to the brink of Armageddon during the Cuban Missile Crisis. The events are well known; they are the stuff of history.

But all that is background, not the story as my mother told and retold it.

We were leaving Cuba to join my father in the United States. He had been there for about a year, having left when my mother was seven months pregnant with me. My mother was so nervous at the airport, she always told me. She had never flown before, never left the island, never seen a city other than Havana, which was majestic. She wore a skirt (or maybe it was a dress?) and high heels. She always wore heels for important occasions. We had no stroller, so she carried me in her arms, which she always loved to do. She was leaving her country and her people, and she had no idea how long the separation would last.

The immigration line went smoothly. At customs, officials closely inspected everyone’s bags. One could not leave the country with more than $5 and thirty pounds of luggage, but our things weighed even less than that. My mother watched officials confiscate items from other passengers, and she stiffened when a woman in uniform approached us. The officer had noticed my tiny gold post earrings, a gift from my grandmother at birth. The woman put her fingers to the soft skin of my earlobe. Everyone knows that the feel of a baby’s earlobe is intoxicating. She was about to take the little studs from my ears, but at the last minute changed her mind and let them be.

That was how we left Cuba together: my mother almost in tears, her narrow feet wedged into stiletto heels, and me, wearing my grandmother’s blessing on my ears, feeling heavier and heavier on my mother’s hip as the irreversible journey unfolded.



There were no direct flights to the United States. Commercial travel between the two countries had been forbidden since the Missile Crisis. So we flew not to New York, where my father awaited, but to Mexico City. My parents expected that the US Consulate there would grant my mother and me visas to enter the United States, that other America that was not ours. Our flight landed in Mexico City early in the afternoon. By my mother’s count, there were some sixty Soviet passengers on our flight, and Mexican authorities processed those arrivals first. We didn’t make it through immigration and customs until about 5 p.m. The people who were supposed to pick us up—relatives of her sister’s husband—had already left, tired of waiting. My mother was traveling with proof of a wire transfer from my father, which she was to take to a bank branch inside the airport. But because the hour was late, the office was closed. Penniless, hungry, and exhausted, she sat down with me on a bench and began to cry. A man approached and asked her what was wrong. I don’t know if she hesitated before speaking, if she wondered at his accent, which before that moment she had only ever heard in the Mexican movies she always loved. But she told him her story, our story. He got her something to eat, gave her the cash amount of the transfer, and then traveled with us in a taxi to the home of the family that was supposed to pick us up.

That was one of the parts of the story my mother used to tell me when she’d take my hand, or put her arm around me, and say, cómo pasamos trabajo tú y yo. How we struggled, you and I. Painful heels, no money, alone with a baby, everything unfamiliar, forced to distinguish within seconds between strangers who posed threats and others who might help. In her telling, though, she always paused to wish that Mexican stranger at the airport all the health and happiness in the world.

In Mexico City, did my mother look around in awe, noting the limestone fountains, the diners at sidewalk cafés, the poplars in the golden light? Within days of arriving, she had me confirmed in the city’s most important church, the famous Metropolitan Cathedral, some of it built centuries earlier on the site of an old Aztec temple demolished to make room for a new order. I don’t know how my mother met the woman who served as my godmother, Concepción. For a time, we lived with her in the middle-class neighborhood called Roma. At 4:30 p.m. on my first birthday, my mother took me on a boat ride in the lake of beautiful Chapultepec Park. She saved the ticket and years later tucked it in my bible.

Every week my father sent money from New York to cover our room and board. He was also collecting paperwork for our visas. (Recently, because I love to document my parents’ memories, I discovered that our visa applications included a letter from his employer in Brooklyn, the Stelber Cycle Corporation, then the largest bicycle manufacturer in the country, where he worked as a punch press operator earning $48 a week. A letter from Ros Sportswear, a garment factory in East—then called Spanish—Harlem, promised my mother a job as a machine operator for $60 weekly.) It worked; the US Consulate issued our visas on June 28, 1963, almost exactly two months after our arrival in Mexico. Then on July 1, my mother boarded an airplane for the second time in her life. I traveled in her arms. A few hours later we landed in Miami.

My father did not meet us there. Maybe he couldn’t get off work; maybe he didn’t have the money for another ticket. From the Miami airport, we somehow made it to the downtown building now known as the Freedom Tower, the elegant 1920s Spanish-style structure where most Cuban refugees were processed on their arrival in the United States. There, my mother ran into an old acquaintance, Bebo Zamora. For Cubans who arrived in Miami with no place to stay—which was our case—the staff at the Refugee Center issued vouchers for local hotels. This was 1963. The US South was still segregated, and Miami was a southern city. That meant that newcomers were assigned to hotels by race. Someone, perhaps Bebo, assigned my mother—who in Cuba was widely considered mulata—to a white hotel. She later told me that all the Cubans, regardless of how they might have been perceived in Cuba, were assigned to white hotels, except for one very dark man traveling alone.

My mother and I stayed at the hotel for three nights. Because there was no refrigerator in the room, she had to wake up early and go out by herself to buy my morning milk before I woke up. She did so quickly, rushing back, worried that she’d find me already awake and crying. But when she returned with the milk, she always found me sleeping. My mother needed me to be good, and so I was.

We finally landed in New York City on July 4. My father picked us up at the airport. When I saw him, I opened my arms to him as if I already knew him, even though I had never met him before. When my mother told that part of the story, she always repeated the scene of my first meeting with my father, as if to make sure that the listener understood how momentous that was, how proud she was of me.

I can picture the scene of our arrival: my mother unable to contain her joy, her arm around my father’s shoulders as he held me aloft seeking recognition in my eyes, both of them oblivious to the passengers streaming around either side of us, like water parting around an island. Had there been a large plateglass window there, had the light been just right, the three of us together might have cast a single shadow, shaped something like a heart. There we were: an immovable trio, my mother’s little family.

In the most consequential event of her life, I was my mother’s companion. And if I close my eyes, I can see her eyes on mine, feel her fingers curled around my arm squeezing, hear the lilting sound of her voice as she tells our story again and again.



In all that storytelling, however, my mother failed to mention perhaps the most important thing about our journey: that when we left Cuba, she left behind a son. We left behind my brother.

His name was Poly. He was her almost nine-and-a-half-year-old son from her first marriage. My mother didn’t want to leave him; she didn’t want to take one child and not the other. But Poly’s father refused to grant permission for him to go with us. Everyone in the family begged him to relent before our departure, to no avail. My mother, her sisters, and her mother all believed that once we were gone Poly’s father would relent and my brother would join us maybe in a matter of months, perhaps a year, two at the very most. Besides, like many people at the time, they did not expect Fidel Castro’s government to survive much longer. In the midst of the Cold War, they assumed the United States would make sure that it didn’t. None of it—not the revolution, not our migration, not Poly’s abandonment—would ever be permanent, they trusted.

I am not sure why my mother left Poly out of the story she told and retold so many times. His existence was not a secret. There was never a time when I didn’t know that I had a brother in Cuba. As a little girl, I posed for pictures to send him. My mother bought presents for him. In one of her drawers or high on a closet shelf, I could always see the stash of items she was saving to send him. Sometimes, she bought things for me in his name, as if they were gifts from him. One such present was a doll I named Caté, because that was my nickname for Poly. I still have it somewhere, wearing a faded black-and-white-striped shirt, the red tie at the top mostly gone, the doll’s bottom full of ink-edged pen holes from improvised injections when I played doctor as a little girl. Very occasionally, because calls between the two countries were difficult, I talked to Poly on the phone; I wrote him notes at the bottom of my mother’s letters to him. When his letters arrived, my mother often read parts of them aloud to me and my younger sister, Aixa, born in Brooklyn. Sometimes I copied Poly’s handwriting because I thought it looked cool. And almost all my life, atop my mother’s dresser, no matter when and where we moved, was the framed eight-by-ten-inch portrait of Poly, taken in a studio and touched up so that it looked like he was wearing a little bit of makeup. I sometimes used to kiss it, my lips covering his whole face.
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I cannot remember when I learned another part of the story of our departure from Cuba. I was older, possibly in high school, maybe in college. It might even have been later, when I was in graduate school and made my first trip back to Cuba. I think I learned it from my mother, but it might have been from my aunt, whose name is Ada, too, and who died in Cuba. It’s funny how I’ve blocked it out. Whatever the details about how I came by the revelation, it was this: that when we left Cuba in 1963, my mother did not tell Poly we were going. We left behind his back. She never said goodbye. Learning that crushed me a little and confused me. It still haunts me. I never told that part of the story to my own daughters, who adored their grandmother. They learned it only when I published an essay about it after she had already died.

Not long before she turned ninety-three, my mother revealed another little piece of the story. She was in the hospital in Miami Beach then, recovering from surgery, one of two that year. Her room in the new wing of the hospital had a plateglass window the size of the wall overlooking the bay, the boats and bridges, the skyscrapers on the mainland. I was editing a chapter about Cuban migration to the United States for a book I was writing, working on the little couch that at night we turned into a bed so that my sister or I could stay with her. I rose to stretch, walked over to her, kissed her on the forehead, and sat down on the bed at her side. “Tell me something about when we left Cuba,” I said. She was used to that kind of question from me. She was my beloved mother, and my favorite source.

Her speech was faint, raspy. The tube used for the surgery was out, but her voice had not yet recovered. Salimos a las seis de la tarde, she whispered. We left at six in the evening. I leaned in closer to hear her better. I could tell this was something she had never told me before. She repeated the statement: simple, direct, indicative mood. But I wasn’t sure I understood. “Our flight left at six?” I asked.

“No,” she clarified, “we left the house at six in the evening. Poly was outside playing with friends.” We headed first to an aunt’s house, then in the morning to the airport. She had to do it that way so that Poly wouldn’t see us go, she explained.

I am not sure why these new details hit me like a gut punch. Maybe it was because they painted a scene for me: of my mother plotting the moment of our departure, of my grandmother and aunts colluding to make sure that Poly wouldn’t find out until after we were gone, of my brother playing innocently, completely unaware of how that simple, ordinary moment concealed a cataclysm. I think my mother’s new revelation shook me because I heard her words as if they were the opening lines of a book. “We left the house at six in the evening. Poly was outside playing with friends.”

My mother was a storyteller, and those were a storyteller’s lines. She was giving them to me before she died, because she knew by then, as I did, that I was always going to write this book.



My mother left me an archive from which to write. Some of it I knew was there all along, in the one-bedroom apartment in Miami Beach where she lived the last two decades of her life with my father. There were the dozen-plus photo albums; the short stacks of old immunization records; the boxes with years’ worth of Mother’s Day cards, the oldest made in school of construction paper, the newer ones purchased from the Spanish greeting card sections of CVS or Walgreens. Even my mother’s bible was an archive, inked with her marginalia, stuffed with little pieces of paper: a handwritten love note from my father; a funeral card from the death of her sister Lucrecia, the only one of her eleven siblings to follow her to the United States; a list of prizes garnered by my second book; a pamphlet for the porcine valve a surgeon once placed in her heart.

After she died in 2020, and then after my father passed two years later at the age of 101, when I could rifle through their closets and drawers without agitating him, I discovered many other things: bags, boxes, and briefcases full of treasures and trifles. In a clear Sterilite storage box, six-quart capacity, high in my mother’s closet, there were more than a hundred letters written across the gulf of our separation, all still in their original airmail envelopes, old stamps intact. I was alone in my parents’ apartment when I first found them. I opened one right away and saw the date of May 4, 1963, just days after my mother and I left Cuba. The handwriting was that of a boy, my brother. I remember talking to myself as I realized what I had before me. I uttered involuntary no’s, sighed, “Oh my God,” then, finally, I looked up at the ceiling and like a prayer said, “Thank you, Mami.” For this story that I always knew I would need to write, my mother bequeathed to me the primary sources. As with the lines she once gave me from a hospital bed, she was granting me permission to do what I do. That, anyway, is what I tell myself.

My father left me his own archive, as well. Stacks and stacks of papers written in his own firm and loopy hand, most of it on lined three-hole paper. He took to writing late in life, and as he aged through his seventies, his eighties, his nineties, and as we all saw the piles of paper get taller and messier, I would always tell him, my mother, and the caregivers we eventually had to hire not to get rid of any of it. “Those papers are mine,” I would say, and no one threw them away. Their sheer volume surprised me. There weren’t just the papers he kept out in the open, unruly in stacks behind his armchair. There was so much more, stuffed into a briefcase that wouldn’t close and into plastic grocery bags hanging from hooks behind the clothes in his closet as if hidden. Among them were letters, not dozens as in my mother’s case, but hundreds. And if my mother’s letters documented a family rupture I had known about all my life, my father’s letters revealed a story that was never part of my childhood. They materialized an absence I didn’t know existed until I was a grown woman.

I moved my parents’ papers to New York City, where I lived at the time. But it took me months and months to tackle this archive that I knew would be mine even before I realized it existed. My home study was in my daughter Alina’s old room. I laid out and sorted the documents on her bed, the diamond-shaped panels on the quilt disappearing one by one under the multiplying piles of paper. I separated the letters from the envelopes, which I now regret. I ordered acid-free sleeves, folders, and archival boxes, and then labeled everything. Eventually, with nothing left to organize, I began to read—always in short spurts, because I didn’t just read them, I inhaled them. And sometimes it was too much.

I went to other archives, too, more traditional ones. I pored over baptismal records from remote Cuban towns; I puzzled over conflicting court documents and requested police records; I scoured photographs and lists in national archives. I filed requests under the Freedom of Information Act to retrieve my family’s immigration files.

Yet even as I did all that, I knew it would never be enough. Research will never answer all the questions I have. It will not let me live this story through my brother’s eyes or through my mother’s, which is what I most want. I cannot walk in my grandmother’s favorite sandals, brown with white stitching, and see the scene of separation unfolding as she saw it. I cannot know what she felt as an old woman left to pick up the pieces, sleeping with Poly to help ease his pain, his head nestled on her shoulder, his hair grazing the bottom of her chin. I will never see what my parents saw when they first arrived in New York City, what they made of it all, what it felt like as they reinvented themselves amid an unfamiliar language on unknown land. Neither can I reconstruct everyone’s rapidly accumulating, swiftly disappearing every-days: the fleeting thought, the recurring memory, the fear, the resentment, the longing, the guilt, and the love of a ruptured family. But I imagine that I can feel some of it, perhaps the love above all.



I write then with what I have—with my family’s papers and other papers, with my own memories and all the many questions for which I will never have answers. I write as the girl whose mother loved to hold her in her arms, the girl who was brought to a new life while her brother was left behind. I write as the strange daughter who loves to document her parents’ memories. But I write, above all, as the woman our story made. Because I know as sure as I know my mother’s touch, as sure as my daughters know mine, that this story—in all it contains, in all it cannot—is the story that has made me.

For more than thirty-five years, I have devoted myself to studying Cuba’s past. I have traveled to the island regularly to visit family and to visit archives and libraries. I teach Cuban history; I write books about it. I have even won prizes for them. Yet I recognize that the decision to focus my life’s work on Cuba has always been a kind of penance for being the chosen one that long-ago spring day of 1963. I became who I am to redress the balance. I write to make amends.

Now, with almost everyone in our story gone, I find that I must tell this story, a chronicle of a family broken by history and made by it, too. Here, I nestle my kin together on the same pages. Here, I write because I can and they can’t. I bear witness to something that would otherwise be completely forgotten: unnoticed, untold lives lived on the margins of history. Those lives belong to my family, yes. But I know that—whether in this place or elsewhere, in this moment or another—the story told here can belong to so many of us.





PART I Origin Memories






ONE Rita, Mother of Our Mother

My mother always told me that my grandmother adored me. She gave me the little gold studs that nurses pierced my ears with at birth, as was the custom. She buried my very first nail clippings under a rosebush so that I might be smart, creative, perhaps a good singer. After she learned that I would be leaving the island, she gave me little tastes of very sweet Cuban coffee on the tips of teaspoons so that I would remember where I was from. As a parting gift, she embroidered a white handkerchief for me that I still have. I look at it many times a day, framed over my writing desk like an altar. And after we left, she made something of an altar for me, saving my toys and even buying me new ones on important dates, so that I would find them waiting on my return, she said. For decades, I have used her name as passwords and handles on extra social media accounts and the online card games I sometimes use to procrastinate. If I were a spy, Rita Blanco would be my code name.

Rita was almost seventy-six when she saw my mother and me leave Cuba without Poly. By then, she had long ago lost her own parents. She had raised eleven children, losing a twelfth when he was still a little boy. She had forty-five grandchildren and an exponentially greater number of great-grandchildren. When my mother entrusted Poly to her care in 1963, my grandmother had seen and felt enough to know in her bones that life could surprise in ways that wounded.



For decades, I searched for Rita in the archives where I did my research. But I didn’t find her until after I began writing this book. The sources I encountered revealed things no one in my extended family knew. Armed with this new knowledge of the ancestors who made her, combining that with what I already knew about the family she brought into this world, I can see on a much more personal level what I already knew as a historian. In Cuba, as in other places forged in the crucible of slavery and colonialism, there were always families whose members might find themselves on either side of the color line. And that color line could shift as imperceptibly as the length gained by a ten-month-old baby day by day or as abruptly as disembarking from a plane just landed in a different country.

Today, the only record of my grandmother’s birth survives in the sacramental books of a beautiful small-town church called San Joaquín. Built in 1835, it sits high on a hill overlooking the town of San Luis, in far western Cuba. During the Cuban War of Independence, Spanish soldiers used the church’s tower to send signals by using mirrors to reflect the sun’s light. In normal times, the steeple towered over some of the lushest tobacco country in the world. Known as Vuelta Abajo, the region boasted vast expanses of rich green tobacco leaf that dominated the landscape like “mantles of emerald,” in the words of a book published the year of my grandmother’s birth. To the north, the terrain was hillier, leading to the strange and steep flat-topped hills called mogotes, and beyond them to the mountains my grandmother might have pondered on the horizon as a young girl. About ten miles in the opposite direction was the Caribbean Sea.

Before civil authorities recorded births, deaths, and marriages, the sacramental books kept by churches were the principal means by which such events were documented. As was the norm in all Spanish colonies, church officials recorded the sacraments of their parishioners in books divided by race. Records of the baptisms, marriages, and deaths of white congregants were logged in books for whites. Parishioners of African descent, meanwhile, appear in the books for pardos and morenos. The word pardo literally means brown, like the brown of a bearskin, a dictionary tells me, or of soil, a brown hinting of red, like the land on which Cuban tobacco flourished. But in Cuba, as in many Spanish colonies, it was also the word used to designate someone of mixed African and European ancestry. People believed that it softened the label mulato, just as moreno served as a more polite version of negro, especially when the people in question were free rather than enslaved.

In the church of San Luis, my grandmother’s baptism appears in Book 4 of Baptisms of Pardos and Morenos. The brief handwritten entry indicates that she was born Rita Blanco García, not on May 22, 1887, as my mother had always said, but instead at 4 a.m. on June 2, 1887. Archival records and family memory are both full of inconsistencies like that.

Rita’s baptismal record identified her father as Juan Blanco, a skilled artisan who made shoes by hand from new leather, an occupation that people of the time distinguished from that of a cobbler, who merely repaired shoes. The priest who baptized Juan shortly after his own birth in 1868 did not identify Juan’s father, writing only padre desconocido (father unknown) in the record. But he did identify Juan’s mother as Secundina Blanco, a parda ingenua. The first word referred to her color—brown, mixed race. The second term—ingenua—refers to her status as a free person born to free parents. Thus in this family of color, my grandmother’s paternal line, the connection to slavery had been severed at least two generations before my grandmother’s birth.
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Sacramental books in a Cuban church, photo by David LaFevor.

Rita’s mother was Isabel García. That is the name my mother always relayed when she told me that Isabel was as far back as she could trace her mother’s family. The church books confirmed that Rita’s mother was the parda Isabel García, but they also allowed me to reach further back in our family history. According to Rita’s baptismal record, Isabel’s mother was the free parda Inés García, native of San Luis. Soon after discovering that, I received an unexpected message from a match on 23andMe. This long-lost relative is, like me, a great-great-grandchild of Inés García, and he had information about the family going back even further than that. Inés’s mother, he told me, was a woman named Encarnación. It rang a bell. I went back to my notes from the Cuban National Archives, and there they were, listed in the original returns from an 1886 census: a household in San Luis that included, among others, Isabel García (my grandmother’s mother); Inés García, born around 1845; and Encarnación García, eighty years old and the matriarch of the clan.

Encarnación García, sometimes called Encarnación Carabalí in the sacramental records, was born in Africa probably sometime around 1800 or 1810. That in Cuba she was referred to as Carabalí meant that she was from the West Central coast of Africa, an area where frequent raids provided a steady stream of captives to the slave-trade forts on the coast. There is no way to know when the woman who in Cuba came to be called Encarnación was captured, taken to the coast, loaded onto a slaver, and shipped across the Atlantic. In Cuba, she gave birth to a boy she named Epifanio. He appears to be her first child born on the island, but whether she had children in Africa before her capture is impossible to know. Epifanio, by virtue of Encarnación’s status, was born into slavery, the records confirm. More children followed: a daughter Matilde born in 1848, Lucía in 1849, María del Pilar in 1851, and Raimundo Enrique in 1852, all of them born into slavery. In 1851, Encarnación buried an enslaved son named José, for whom we have no birth record. Around 1845, Encarnación gave birth to a girl named Inés, my grandmother’s grandmother, enslaved like her mother and siblings. Yet by 1861, Encarnación had managed to secure her own freedom and that of some of her children. In that year’s census she appears as a free woman living with several of her daughters—Inés among them—also now free.

Encarnación died in 1887, just two months before my grandmother’s birth. Had Encarnación lived a little longer, maybe my grandmother would have someday spoken of a great-grandmother whom she met but could not remember. The parish priest at the San Joaquín Church in San Luis recorded Encarnación’s burial in the Book of Deaths for Pardos and Morenos, where he wrote that the morena Encarnación, single, ninety-five years old, of the Carabalí nation died on March 27, 1887, of heart failure. He probably exaggerated her age. On the margin of the entry, the priest added a single word: Pobre. Poor. So few lines to sum up a life on two sides of the Atlantic.



Encarnación. Secundina. Inés. These are ancestors whose names I am only now learning. And for now, and likely always, they will be nothing but names to me, barely legible in old books full of worm-eaten pages. But the history in which their lives unfolded has been an object of my inquiry for decades. Slavery in their region of Cuba was not the large-scale plantation slavery that readers envision when they think of cotton and sugar. A majority of enslaved workers lived on much smaller tobacco farms. It is impossible for me to know what work Encarnación or her children did in slavery and freedom. Maybe Encarnación or Inés or Isabel worked in the house as a cook, or wet nurse, or laundress. Maybe they helped harvest the tobacco, their fingers checking leaves for worms and ants.

Whatever work they might have done, by the time my own grandmother was born in the spring of 1887, slavery had ended less than a year earlier on October 7, 1886. My grandmother, then, came into that world at a moment of great promise. The more than four-hundred-year-old institution of slavery was dead, and people who had been enslaved struggled mightily to give meaning to their freedom. Couples formalized their unions in churches, and women withdrew their labor from the marketplace to work in their own homes, with their own families. In the transition from slavery to freedom, children represented everything. Black parents imagined giving them a life without the shame of servitude anywhere in the land. Perhaps my grandmother’s parents, watching as the priest poured water over their infant daughter’s forehead, imagined her growing up in a new era. Maybe they pictured her going to school, wearing shoes, learning to read. She was their daughter, and she would be freedom’s child.



[image: A family tree diagram shows the lineage of Rita Blanco García, tracing her ancestors and relatives across multiple generations very clear.]
Description 1

But nothing went as it should have. First, on September 25, 1888, when my grandmother was just sixteen months old, her father died. He was only twenty years old when it happened. The same priest who had married him to Isabel and then baptized their daughter, Rita, a year earlier recorded his passing in the Book of Deaths for Pardos and Morenos. The record appears at the bottom of one page and continues onto the next, the corners of each fraying and torn. There are worm holes, as well. The S in his mother Secundina’s name is a little broken; his wife’s name, Isabel, is more so. But four lines from the bottom, Rita’s name, as Juan’s legitimate daughter, is clearly legible, written in the neat hand of someone who imagined himself writing for posterity.

[image: A handwritten document with visible ink smudges and paper damage.]
Though the record seems sparse at first glance, it suggests a story between the lines. The priest identified Juan as a cobbler rather than a skilled shoemaker, as he had just a year earlier. The cause of death appears as reblandecimiento cerebral, literally a softening of the brain. Any number of things can cause the softening or loss of brain tissue: stroke, head trauma, complications of a brain infection due to syphilis or tuberculosis. Whatever the cause in Juan’s case, the priest notes having administered the last rites of penance and extreme unction. So Juan survived long enough for someone to summon the priest to administer the last sacraments. Whether Juan lingered for hours or days or weeks, it would have been with diminished capacity, his fate certain. Perhaps seeing Juan broken by circumstance is what explains the priest’s decision—conscious or not—to downgrade his profession in the official record. Under Juan’s name, he wrote the same single word used to record Encarnación’s death: Pobre. Poor.

After Juan’s death, his wife and daughter completely disappear from the record. I found no more traces of either of them in the San Luis church where Rita’s birth, her parents’ marriage, and her father’s death were recorded.

My mother always mentioned the adjacent town of San Juan y Martínez as a place where my grandmother also lived. Unfortunately, the sacramental books of San Juan y Martínez perished over a century ago during Cuba’s final war of independence from Spain, which began in 1895, the year my grandmother turned eight. General Antonio Maceo, nicknamed the “Bronze Titan” because he was Afro-Cuban, staged a monthslong fighting march from the eastern end of the island to its westernmost point, about forty-five miles beyond where my grandmother had been born. On January 19, 1896, Maceo’s troops routed the Spanish and took control of San Juan y Martínez. But advantages in war are sometimes hard to sustain, and barely a month later, Spanish hostilities forced the rebels to cede control of the town. Before decamping, Maceo’s forces burned it almost to the ground. Among the many things that went up in flames that day were the old books of the church.

Whether my grandmother witnessed those events, I can never know. But I do know that in addition to the loss of her father, which she could not have remembered, she suffered other tribulations that she would remember all her life. At some point, while Rita was still a child, her mother, Isabel García, died, too. That was what my mother always told me. She thought it happened during the war itself. No record of Isabel’s death exists in San Luis, and in neighboring San Juan y Martínez there are no records in which to search. But finding Isabel’s death record, should it exist, would not change the most important fact in the story: Rita became an orphan. More than that, she was an orphan in wartime.

In the fall of 1896, when my grandmother was nine years old, the Spanish governor of Cuba, nicknamed “the Butcher,” ordered rural people to vacate their homes. He did not want them aiding the Cuban rebels with food, or lodging, or information, so he ordered them relocated to towns garrisoned by Spanish troops. With everyone forced to leave the countryside, food production plummeted, and hunger became widespread. Enacted across the island, this policy—reconcentration—was especially aggressive in my grandmother’s province. There, the Spanish governor’s order resulted in epidemics of smallpox and yellow fever. Across the province, more than fifteen thousand died in 1897 alone. So many people died that there was no space to bury the dead. Maybe my great-grandmother was among those many thousands of noncombatants dead from disease or hunger and lost to history.

If my grandmother was among the reconcentrados, she could have been one of the emaciated, unsmiling children that always appeared in the American press in this period. There were so many reconcentrated children left without parents that the Spanish provincial government decreed that children be picked up and distributed among local families with economic resources. Upward of five hundred children were relocated in this manner.

Many Cubans tried to evade the reconcentration order by fleeing to the woods and hiding, as Cuba’s native population had done in the time of the Spanish conquest and as enslaved people had done for centuries after. According to one local historian, that is what many rural inhabitants of San Luis and San Juan y Martínez did. But surviving in the woods wasn’t easy. People couldn’t cultivate crops or keep animals, so they had to forage. Instead of sustenance, they faced death and deprivation.

Today, one of my cousins still living in Cuba remembers my grandmother talking about her experiences as an orphan during the war. Whenever he said he was hungry, she would harumph, “You don’t know what hunger is!” Then she would tell him about her own hunger as a child during the war. She went for days without eating. She was so hungry that she had to catch rodents to cook and eat, she said. Whom would she have done that with? I wonder. I hope she was not alone.

At some point, while my grandmother was still a girl, she was taken in by her godfather, a prominent French carpenter who got his start constructing the carts used for the transport of tobacco and sugar cane. His partner was Águeda, who was the granddaughter of Encarnación, daughter of Inés, and aunt to Rita. With them, my grandmother learned to sing in French, and much later, after she had children of her own, she would sing those songs to them. Though my grandmother learned French songs, she never learned to read and write, and I am certain she never went to school.

I don’t know how long Rita stayed with them, however. Águeda died young. According to family lore, one day she started vomiting and died. Perhaps Rita’s move happened in the wake of that. My mother always told me that the family that had taken her in after the death of her parents later gave my grandmother to a wealthy landowner and his family. When I asked for clarification, she just repeated herself: they gave her away; they gifted her. Se la dieron, se la regalaron. If strange, the language was familiar to me. I had come across it during my own research on the years following the end of slavery, as the language of selling people disappeared, but occasional references to gifting people did not. In poor regions of Latin America, the practice of child circulation, of shifting children from one family to another in the context of poverty or death, was not uncommon. In some places, they were even referred to as niños regalados—children given as gifts. When I pressed my mother about it as part of our own family history, she confessed that she had never really asked my grandmother about it. Things were different back then, she said; children did not ask parents the kinds of questions I asked her. She hadn’t wanted to embarrass her mother, out of respect, she said.

I wish I could have eavesdropped on one of their conversations. I imagine the moment when my grandmother says the very beginning of something potentially revealing. Does my mother think of pressing for more? I would have. I might have asked something like, “Were they actually giving you away? What gave them that right?” Maybe in one of my grandmother’s pauses, I would have voiced another question, more direct. “Were your mother and grandmother slaves?” Suspended in the chasm between my query and her response, I imagine a cloud coming over my grandmother’s eyes. And however much I want answers, I sense that my mother was right, that my questions might have felt like one more injury. In any case, I didn’t know my grandmother long enough to ask. So I tell her story here with what I have, which will never be enough.





TWO Children of Rita Blanco

My grandmother was a literal gift. The man to whom she was bequeathed in that manner was Agustín Sánchez, “a rich old man,” un viejo rico, in my mother’s words. He was a tobacco grower, owner of extensive lands east of where my grandmother was born, on the way to Havana. My grandmother worked for his family as a domestic servant, cooking and serving food, as my mother remembers.

The man’s estate was named Chirigota, which was also the name of the modest settlement that grew up around it. In the first decade of the twentieth century, around the time my grandmother moved there, it had a population of a little over nine hundred people. Adjacent to the tiny village of Chirigota was the town of San Cristóbal. Residents there had to procure their water from wells; typhoid and intestinal diseases were endemic, and in many years deaths outnumbered births. The region was frequently punished by powerful hurricanes. Residents would come out of their houses after a storm passed and see bales of tobacco floating down the streets. But on its traditional saints’ day, the town filled up with visitors, and the processions and cockfights lasted for days.

Perhaps it was there that my grandmother met her first partner, a man named Pedro Mazola, a white veteran of the wars of independence. He had joined the rebel army in January 1896, just as the troops of Antonio Maceo were sweeping across western Cuba. His unit took Maceo’s name as its own: Infantry Regiment Maceo. When the United States intervened in that war, established a military government of occupation, and dismantled Cuba’s Liberation Army, Mazola lined up with his fellow soldiers and turned in his gun in exchange for $75. A few years later, my grandmother bore him two children: Ricardo (whom everyone called Cuco) born in 1903, and Dolores (nicknamed Lola) born in 1906. But he refused to recognize the children or marry my grandmother “because she was Black,” in the words of a cousin. I have not found baptismal records for either of those children, but I imagine that, like the ones for Rita’s parents, the entries might have read padre desconocido, father unknown.

Sometime after the birth of Lola in 1906, with Pedro Mazola no longer in the picture, my grandmother moved once more. Again, the language my mother used to describe it was strange and off-putting. She explained that a man “took” Rita—“se la llevó”—to care for his father. They did not go too far, as he was already working on the lands of the wealthy Sánchez family and lived in a house on the large estate.

The man who took her, Lucas, would become my grandmother’s lifelong partner and my grandfather. She bore him ten children. The first, a girl whom everyone called La Nena, was born at three in the morning on Sunday, August 20, 1909. Their second child came three years later on August 12, 1912, at 9 p.m. They named him Cresencio, but he died at the age of seven of a heart condition. Valentín Adelino came next on December 15, 1915, at five in the afternoon. Seven more children followed.

I know the dates and hours of all their births because my mother recorded the information in a little notebook, one page for each of her siblings. My mother’s handwriting in the book is a child’s handwriting. As a young girl, she must have sat at her mother’s knee or trailed behind her elbow as she prepared a meal, asking her for the details of each birth. Did my grandmother really remember the time of birth of each of her twelve children, or did she just give my mother a time simply to please her, so she had something to write down for everyone equally?

I found the little book of genealogy in 2017, tucked in a purse that hung looped around a sagging wire hanger in a closet in Havana, in the house where I had once lived with my grandmother and Poly. Finding it was like finding a treasure in an archive. I wrapped it up in a sheet or two of paper and tucked it in my bag to return to my mother, by then the last remaining child of Rita Blanco.


[image: A worn notebook with Memoranda written on the cover and handwritten text on an open page.]
The cover of the little notebook where my mother recorded information about Rita’s children. The page on the right is where my mother recorded her own birth.

We sat at her dining table and pondered the book together. The cover was stained; the corners of all the interior pages were missing. At the bottom of every page for each of her brothers appears the line hijo de Rita Blanco, son of Rita Blanco, and for each sister, hija de Rita Blanco. Here was a record of my grandmother’s life as a mother.


[image: Four women, Lucrecia, the narrator’s mother, La Niña, and Tatá, pose together, smiling at the camera.]
The four youngest children of Rita Blanco and Lucas Fernández. Clockwise from top: Lucrecia, my mother, La Niña, and Tatá.

All my life, I had heard about my mother’s siblings by their nicknames. Ada was La Niña; Isolina was Tatá. Those I knew. But many of the others, I knew only by names such as Cuco, Ñeñe, Lola, La Nena. They appeared in the book by their formal names, not always recognizable to me. My mother explained them all, and I took notes.

My mother miswrote her own name on the page dedicated to her birth, appearing there not by her real name Adelaida, or even the shortened form by which most people knew her (Adela), but instead as Adelina. I asked her why she had changed her own name in the book, but she said she couldn’t remember. Maybe as a young girl she had just liked the sound of it better.



A couple of weeks before my mother’s birth, a terrible hurricane struck western Cuba. The worst in living memory, the storm killed perhaps 650 people. My grandfather would have gone outside as the hurricane approached to shoot a gun at the clouds in the traditional, if vain, effort to break up the cyclone. There was always something about my mother that reminded me of a whirlwind. I see her in my mind’s eye wearing a full skirt, spinning round and round, her shins so skinny it seems a miracle they can hold up all that energy.

According to her own record of her birth, my mother was born on November 10, 1926, at eight in the evening. When my mother was ten months old, her parents had her baptized at the church in San Cristóbal. By then, churches had done away with separate sacramental books for whites and people of color, but racial labels still sometimes made it into individual records. The priest designated my mother as white: una niña blanca. For centuries, the condition of slavery had followed the status of the mother. But decades later, in cases like that of my mother—a mixed-race child of legitimate birth born to a woman of color and a white man—official racial designations could well follow that of the white father. The priest might not even have thought to ask, presuming he was being polite and doing the father a favor.

Of my mother’s childhood and that of her siblings, I know mostly the stories she told me. In the early 1930s, during Cuba’s depression, times were hard and food was scarce. The older sons used to go with my grandfather to cut sugar cane on the north coast. They got paid daily and with their earnings immediately bought food at the company store. My grandmother could not cook dinner until they returned home late at night. When all the kids sat down to eat, my mother






[image: A young woman, Ada Ferrer’s mother, stands among large palm fronds in an outdoor setting during a country outing.]
My mother as a young woman among palm fronds during a country outing.
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