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PREFACE

CUBA CONFIDENTIAL is the outcome of my ten years of reporting on Cuba and its exiles. It is a chronicle of that ever-simmering standoff between Miami and Havana that seems to ignite each year with the clockwork precision of a hardy perennial, animating the parties with hope and, inevitably, disappointment. I have struggled to write a history of this high-stakes showdown through the stories of the central personalities and events that dominate it. However, this is not a history of Cuba. Nor is it a Fidel Castro biography. For the former I would recommend Hugh Thomas’s opus Cuba; or, The Pursuit of Freedom, and Tad Szulc’s Fidel: A Critical Portrait for the latter. Both have invaluably informed this work.

The foremost challenge in writing about Cuba and the exile world is finding fresh and useful perspectives—dodging the swirl of stale rhetoric and hyperbolic propaganda that envelops the subject. One prism through which I have chosen to view this forty-four-year-old quagmire is that of the broken family. The Cuban Revolution has ravaged the Cuban family much as the Civil War in the United States ravaged American families, with cousins, aunts and uncles often facing off against brothers, sisters and parents. The trope of the shattered family has infused the Cuban conflict with an emotionality that is the stuff of Greek drama, with plotlines borrowed from Shakespeare and afternoon telenovelas. From the family of Fidel Castro, who rages against his former in-laws, to that of the most recent rafter washed up on the shores of Florida, it is the rare Cuban family that has not faced wrenching separation and loss. Lincoln and Mario Díaz-Balart, the congressional representatives from Miami, are also the cousins of Fidelito Castro Diáz-Balart, the eldest son of the Cuban leader. Even Luis Posada Carriles, Castro’s lifelong would-be assassin, unhappily confronts the fact that most of his family have remained stalwart fidelistas in Cuba. Puzzled and impatient observers will often ask why this conflict has proven so intractable, so immune to resolution. The answer, in one respect, with no diminishment intended, is that it is a huge family feud, filled with the corresponding heartbreak, rancor and bitterness.

The second prism through which I have chosen to tell this story is the parallel universes of the Two Cubas: that of the largest island in the Caribbean, home to more than eleven million inhabitants, and the one in Miami, to which one and a half million exiles have fled. Contrary to expectations, the most salient feature of the warring parties is not how different they are, but how similar. Exiles may have escaped Fidel Castro, but they have not left him behind. Nor have they eluded the Cuban predilection, spanning centuries, for caudillos—political bosses. In Miami, the controversial Jorge Mas Canosa led the charge against Castro for almost twenty years. Like his nemesis, Mas Canosa was a belligerent oriental from Santiago de Cuba who never won an election and adopted a scorched-earth policy toward those who opposed him. This book seeks to chronicle two parallel tragedies: the hijacking of the Cuban Revolution by Fidel Castro and a similar phenomenon, albeit modified, in Miami—as exiles seeking freedom have been shunted into silence by hard-liners bent on revenge, retribution and power.

In Cuba, one used to be either a revolucionario or a contrarevolucionario, while those who decided to leave were gusanos (worms) or escoria (scum). In Miami, the rhetoric has also been harsh. Exiles who do not endorse a confrontational policy with Cuba, seeking instead a negotiated settlement, have often been excoriated as traidores (traitors) and sometimes espías (spies). Cubans, notably cultural stars, who visit Miami but choose to return to their homeland have been routinely denounced. One either defects or is repudiated.

But there has been a slow but steady shift in the last decade—a nod to the clear majority of Cubans en exilio and on the island who crave family reunification. Since 1978, more than one million airline tickets have been sold for flights from Miami to Havana. Faced with the brisk and continuous traffic between Miami and Havana, hard-liners on both sides have opted to deny the new reality. Anomalies such as the phenomenon of reverse balseros, Cubans who, unable to adapt to the pressures and bustle of entrepreneurial Miami, return to the island, or gusañeros, expatriates who send a portion of their earnings home in exchange for unfettered travel back and forth to Cuba (the term is a curious Cuban hybrid of gusano and compañero, or comrade), are unacknowledged by both sides, as are those who live in semi-exilio, returning home to Cuba for long holidays.

This is also the story of another bad marriage—Havana and Washington. Despite their small numbers (Cuban-Americans are roughly .5 percent of the U.S. population), the influence and clout of Cuban exiles in Washington is almost without equal. This is all the more remarkable given that there is perhaps only one point of consensus among all the players in the Cuban debate: that the U.S. Embargo has failed to achieve its stated goals—it has yet to displace Fidel Castro and Cuba has yet to see open elections and a free press. Nevertheless, for four weary decades Washington has promulgated this transparently disastrous policy, trading off sensible and enduring solutions for short-term electoral gains in one or two counties in South Florida and in Union City, New Jersey.

The family politics of this story are not limited to Cubans. To a surprising extent, the fortunes of the Bush family, from former President George H.W. Bush to the current President, George W. Bush, and, most notably, his brother the governor of Florida, Jeb Bush, have ebbed and flowed in relation to their dealings with Cuban exiles. Indeed, the Miami exile leadership often and proudly takes credit for George W. Bush’s presidency while doing its part in maintaining the vitriolic, take-no-prisoners political dynamic. A typical volley came in March 2002, when former Secretary of the Treasury Paul O’Neill said he favored loosening travel restrictions on Cuba, musing aloud what most law enforcement officials have been muttering for some time, that he would prefer to spend Treasury resources on tracking terrorists and their covert funds instead of stalking geriatric retirees who visit Cuba. Immediately, Miami’s exile congressional representatives, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen and Lincoln Díaz-Balart, demanded that President Bush fire O’Neill for his heresy. And they were heard. O’Neill quickly backpedaled and the White House offered a message of appeasement.

Several points need to be made clearly upfront and cannot be overstated. Cuban exiles are not a monolith; they have the diversity and multifacetedness of every other ethnic group. When I speak of and refer to the exile leadership, I mean those who have occupied the seat of power—elected or not—in Miami since 1959. This group is commonly described as right-wingers or hard-liners, but even this is misleading. Exiles are not, as a rule, conservatives. More often than not, they champion a political platform commonly ascribed to Democrats or liberals: they favor generous social benefits, including increases in Social Security, Medicare, aid for prescription drugs and bilingual education. More often than not, they are pro-choice and concerned about environmental issues. Their commitment to the Republican Party hangs on one issue: its hard-line nonengagement policy with Cuba, which goes back to Eisenhower, and a lingering bitterness at President John F. Kennedy’s refusal to provide air cover during the Bay of Pigs invasion. A current member of the exile organization the 2506 Brigade points out this irony: “Many of us were social progressives in Cuba—left-wingers fighting Batista,” he said. “Now we’re right-wingers fighting Castro.”

The playing field of the Cuban debate has shifted considerably in recent years. Hard-line exiles—duros— are being challenged not only by free-trade Republicans, farmers and businessmen eyeing a stake in a future Cuba, but also by their own offspring. Scores of U.S.-born Cuban-Americans, unfettered by their parents’ rage, have sought to engage with Cuba. They travel regularly to the island, often without notifying their families. An unlikely but compelling parallel is with the Chinese in New York and San Francisco. For decades, these successful and prosperous communities, bound by bitter memories of Mao’s brutal rule, swore unyielding allegiance to the Kuom-intang and vowed never to engage with China until the end of communist rule. But in the late 1970s, their American-born children became interested in their roots and began to establish new ties with mainland China.

And young Cuban-Americans are not the only ones gazing southward. Even as an embargoed Third World country, Cuba bristles with allure. The story of Cuba, this extraordinary country, has ceaselessly engaged our most extreme passions and dominated the American imagination, from our foreign policy to our fantasies. “So far from God and so close to the United States,” goes the lament, lifted from former Mexican President Porfirio Diaz’s ironic quip about his country but cited more often, and more aptly, about Cuba.

Cuba has always had a special, insistent hold on Americans—from its gambling casinos to its sugarcane fields to the siren song of its infectious music. Every year, America’s fascination with Cuba bursts into the headlines. Since the tragedy of 9/11, the U.S. military base in Guantánamo, Cuba, has become the unlikely holding cell for Al Qaeda terrorists, refocusing the world on the peculiar U.S.-Cuba relationship. In May 2002, Jimmy Carter made history by becoming the first American President to go to Cuba since 1928; he visited the island’s leading dissidents, addressed the Cuban people on live television and denounced the U.S. Embargo from Havana. In 1999 and 2000, the country was held spellbound by the saga of Elián González for more than seven months. In 1999, the dizzying success of the movie Buena Vista Social Club introduced Main Street USA to vieja trova music. In 1996, pilots from the exile group Brothers to the Rescue were shot down by the Cuban government, precipitating the passage of the Helms-Burton Act, which vastly tightened the Embargo—and on through the Mariel refugee crisis of 1980 and going back to the Cuban Missile Crisis and beyond.

My decade of reporting on this conflict took me on eleven trips to Cuba, where I visited every province and major city on the island. To meet a diverse sampling of exiles, I made more than a dozen extended trips to Miami, Union City, Puerto Rico and Venezuela. I have interviewed hundreds of Cubans, including Fidel Casto in Havana, his sister Juanita in Miami, the family of Elián González in Cárdenas and supporters of his relatives in Miami, the family of Robert Vesco, family members of Fulgencio Batista and the Díaz-Balarts. Covering Cuba and Miami is not without its hazards, and has prompted recriminations against me at various times from both sides. It has cost me my press visa for travel to Cuba on several occasions—notably after I reported on Robert Vesco (I did not get another visa for almost two years) and more recently after I compiled an oral history of Castro for his seventy-fifth birthday. In the best of circumstances, traveling to Cuba for reporters involves a grueling ritual of begging for a visa for each expedition. One’s work is thoroughly scrutinized and press visas are dispensed accordingly, or withheld. I have always been keenly aware that some of my comings and goings have been duly noted. Likewise, I have been denounced in Miami on more than one occasion.

I have used the Elián González affair as a starting point through which to tell this story, as it has proven to be among the most transforming events in Cuba-U.S. relations since the Bay of Pigs. For seven months, Miami convulsed with a frenzy that transformed a five-year-old boy from Cárdenas into the poster child of the U.S.-Cuban Cold War and wrought profound political repercussions in Washington. But I have never been interested as much in the charismatic boy-child as in his fellow passengers on that doomed voyage and why they left. The searingly tragic shipwreck and what it came to represent, coupled with the rhetoric and politics of demonization that followed in its wake, offered another prism through which to look again at Miami and Havana and how their feud played out in Washington.

The central personality in the Cuban conversation is, of course, Fidel Castro, the movie star dictator, the ham actor who has steadfastly refused to leave the stage. But as his rule comes to its inevitable close, we are faced with a new challenge—that of seeing Cuba without his bearded visage. And that may prove to be the most daunting task to date: to develop an approach to Cuba that is not merely a reaction to an aging comandante who cannot admit that he has made a mistake.

The origin of this book was an assignment ten years ago from my editor at Vanity Fair—to find and interview Fidel Castro. Cuba would become an obsession, and later an adventure and, at times, a crucible—but one I would not have missed for all the world.

ANN LOUISE BARDACH
May 15, 2003


A NOTE ON THE TEXT

IN DEFERENCE TO THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE READER, I have sought to streamline the many names in this book. The conventional Cuban last name or apellido includes the last names of both the father and mother, often appended to several middle names. For example, the full name of the Cuban president is Fidel Alejandro Castro Ruz and that of his nemesis is Luis Clemente Posada Carriles. In the interest of clarity, I have generally dropped the second part of the apellido, usually after an initial identification. In some cases I have used the name of the subject’s preference: therefore, Eloy Gutiérrez Menoyo is referred to as Menoyo.

In the chapters dealing with the many members of the González, Munero and Rodríguez families of Miami and Cárdenas, I have chosen to use mostly first names—Juan Miguel, Lázaro, Marisleysis and so on. This seemed necessary to avoid confusion. In identifying the mother of Elián González, I have used the spelling Elizabet Brotón, along with her nickname, Elisa, deferring to her mother as the ultimate authority. Elisa’s boyfriend, Rafael Lázaro Munero, is referred to by his nickname, Rafa, to avoid confusion with his father and with the great-uncle of Elián González.


CUBA CONFIDENTIAL

CHAPTER 1
THE SHIPWRECK

Dos patrias tengo yo—Cuba y la noche.

I have two countries—Cuba and the night.

JOSÉ MARTÍ

ON SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 20, 1999, fifteen Cubans ranging in age from five to sixty-five straggled through a cluster of mangrove trees to the marshy shoreline of Cárdenas, Cuba. There they huddled around a seventeen-foot aluminum handcrafted boat with a fifty-horsepower outboard motor, camouflaged by knee-high pangola grass. Swiftly and quietly they loaded the small craft with everything that they would be taking: cheese and crackers, hot dogs, water and some blankets. All the money they had in the world was stuffed in their pockets.


The group was made up of two extended families, friends of long standing. There was the Rodríguez clan with their two sons, a daughter-in-law, and a next-door neighbor. And there was the Munero family—Rafael, forty-nine, his wife, María Elena, forty-eight, and their two sons. One of their sons, twenty-four-year-old Lázaro Munero, called Rafa by his family, was the mastermind, boat builder and driving force behind the escape. Accompanying him was his girlfriend, Elizabet Brotón, a shy, sweet-faced woman with long, dark hair and bangs running along her broad forehead, who was known as Elisa. With her was her five-year-old son, Elián González.

Then there was another couple in their early twenties—two fleeing lovers and the young woman’s five-year-old daughter. The couple, unknown to most of the others, were the only ones who had paid Rafa for passage on the boat.

All of the fifteen aboard had their own reasons for leaving, their own expectations, their own dreams. Some were seeking more opportunity, some were fleeing a spouse or family in Cárdenas, some loathed Fidel Castro and communism, and some wanted better clothes and a better house. But the glue that bound the group together was love and family: the love of a spouse or a sibling waiting for them in America—the dream of family reunification.

More than half of the group could not swim and several had a dread of the sea. María Elena, Rafael Munero’s wife, was recovering from recent heart problems and, like many working-class women from the country’s provinces, had never learned to swim. For her, the splendid waters that enveloped Cuba’s crocodile-shaped form were to be admired from the shoreline but never entered. María Elena had not been feeling well and had had an ominous presentiment about the crossing. But family was the cornerstone of her existence, and if her husband and sons were leaving, so would she.

Earlier in the evening, Rafael Munero had gone out alone to inspect the boat. Suddenly, he heard footsteps coming from behind him and, alarmed, swung around. Seeing that it was his brother Dagoberto who had secretly followed him to the boat, Rafael sighed with nervous relief.

Five days before, Rafael had confided to his younger brother that he and his family planned to flee the country and asked him to come. Dagoberto refused. He had had other opportunities to defect—when two other brothers had done so—but leaving was not for him. He lacked the ambition and energy of his siblings, and Cuba’s socialism provided for his basic needs whether he worked or not. To prove his point, he boasted of having had laparoscopic surgery on his knee. “How much would that cost in the U.S.?” he asked knowingly. For days, the two argued and bickered. At times, Rafael would change his mind and say he wouldn’t go, but after a pep talk from his son, he would recommit to the trip. On and off it went, even through their farewell dinner of roast pork in their cramped apartment, with Juan Gabriel crooning on the tape deck. Dagoberto had swung by around 9:30 in the evening. “The group was all gathered there,” he would later recall. “I saw the couple there with her daughter. She was asking if the sea was rough. I asked her: ‘You’re going with that little girl?’ And she told me yes. I told her: ‘Here the waves are a meter high but out there they are four or five times more, up to ten meters high.’”

Dagoberto would not give up. He could not bear to lose Rafael, who had raised him like a son after their father had died when Dagoberto was still a teenager. “I was crying because when someone goes over there you always think the worst. My brother ate his dinner, then he left his place alone. I thought this was my last opportunity to talk to him again. I saw that he went for the brush that is all along the shore and I followed him. And when I got there I saw the boat.”

Circling the narrow homemade boat, Dagoberto could see that parts of it were rusty and that holes in its bottom had been patched with packing materials. “I can’t believe you’re leaving on this piece of shit,” Dagoberto bellowed to his brother. “This is not a boat. It’s garbage! You’re crazy.” But, Rafael had made up his mind and didn’t want to hear any more from him. “We’re leaving on it,” he said, his voice pitched with anger, “and if you’re not coming with us, get out of here and leave me alone!”

There was nothing more to say or do. Angry and wounded, Dagoberto shuffled back to the main road, then made his way home. “I didn’t say goodbye to him. I left him there alone maybe 10:30 that night,” Dagoberto mumbled. “I left and I never saw him again.”



AROUND 6:00 A.M. on Thanksgiving Day, Juan Ruiz and his friend Reniel Carmenate were coming ashore after an evening of fishing off Miami’s Key Biscayne. Ruiz said that as they docked they could make out the forms of two people huddling and shivering on the shore by the water’s edge. Nearby was an oversized Russian-made black truck tire. “They were in really bad, bad condition,” said Ruiz. “Their skin was a sickly purple color, all ripply with wrinkles and covered in blisters. I wanted to help them take their clothes off because the material was welded into their skin but I was afraid that their skin would tear. The man was in the worse shape, almost going in and out of consciousness. They kept asking for water but I knew from experience that water could really hurt them unless it was given to them through an IV drip. We called the police and I ran to my truck and got some dry clothes.”


The man was almost delirious; the woman’s bones had decalcified from days of ocean immersion. Their bodies were latticed with the bite marks of fish. “The lady was the one who spoke and told us what had happened,” said Ruiz. “She said they left Cuba with twelve others but that everyone had drowned—including a little boy.” The young couple were the fleeing lovers—thirty-three-year-old Nivaldo Fernández and his twenty-two-year-old girlfriend, Arianne Horta.

Thirty miles farther north off Fort Lauderdale, Sam Ciancio was out in his cabin cruiser. With him was his cousin Donato Dalrymple, a house-cleaner, out for the first time on his cousin’s boat. Ciancio spied a large black inner tube bobbing in the Atlantic and thought he saw the outlines of a large doll inside the tire. But as they steered closer to the tire, they saw it was not a doll but rather a small child tied to the inner tube. Ciancio dove into the water and brought the boy aboard. The trembling child was five-year-old Elián González, who, in a matter of hours, would become the poster boy for both sides of America’s forty-year-old Cold War with Cuba.

The three were the sole survivors of the group that had left Cárdenas in the wee hours of November 22. Elián’s mother, Elisa, and her boyfriend, Rafa Munero, were among the eleven who had drowned—along with his brother, mother, and father. Not far from Elián’s inner tube, the body of sixty-one-year-old Mérida Loreto Barrios, the matriarch of the Rodríguez clan, tethered to the end of a long rope, was found floating over the surface of the waves like bait. Stuffed in her undergarments was $210 in twenty- and ten-dollar bills. She had been the last of her family to die—after witnessing the drowning of her two sons, her husband and her daughter-in-law. Some of the bodies were found a hundred miles away from one another—swept by the driving currents of the Gulf Stream to Key West and as far north as Fort Pierce.

But the bodies of Elisa and her lover, his younger brother and Mérida’s husband were never found. They would join the thousands of others, failed seekers of a better life, in that immense aquatic graveyard—the Florida Straits.



SEEKING TO PUT FACES on those who died, I went to Cárdenas, Havana and Miami several times over the next two years. There were scores of pieces to find, identify and jiggle into the puzzle. There were two extended families, eleven dead, two adult survivors and two five-year-old children who would become estranged from their grieving parents. But clinging to the bare facts were conflicting stories to reconcile, and personal ambitions and political agendas to sort out amidst a surfeit of grief, rage and shame.


In Key Biscayne’s Crandon Park Marina, the shipwreck survivors Nivaldo and Arianne, wrapped and shivering in blankets, told police detectives the saga of their deadly journey. Then they were whisked away to Jackson Memorial Hospital and later to Arianne’s aunt in Hialeah—where they shut themselves in, rarely speaking about their ordeal. I first met Arianne and Nivaldo in early February 2000 at her aunt’s small home on a torn-up and pot-holed street in Hialeah, the working-class Cuban community that borders Miami. The strains of their ordeal and their new lives were painfully evident. At the time, they had no money, no jobs, no clothes and did not speak English.

Arianne is a small, dark-haired beauty with a sultry beauty mark on her chin. Outwardly, she seemed to have emerged from her ordeal entirely unscathed, her gaze riveted on the present and the future. Phoenix-like, she promptly enrolled in an English school in a Hialeah shopping mall, attending class every night from six to nine and charting out her new life. Soon after her miraculous rescue, she made an appointment at the local peluquería in Hialeah and had dagger-length acrylic nails applied to her fingertips.

At our first meeting, Nivaldo seemed particularly stressed—his legs bobbing nervously, his face drawn and wounded. A light-skinned black man with translucent hazel eyes, he was still unable to sleep. Every evening, he said, he awoke over and over again—revisiting the shipwreck and the days they spent drifting in the water. “When we remember everything that happened, we feel it deeply,” he said softly, “having seen so many people drown.”

Nivaldo was besotted with Arianne, his eyes rarely leaving her. Although he too would like to learn English, he said that one of them had to sacrifice and he was willing to do so. And for the love of Arianne, he was willing to make many sacrifices. It was Nivaldo who had paid the entire fee for the two. He had left behind a wife, a good job and a new house in Cárdenas. He rattled off the fine appliances he had in his home on Calle San José. “I lived a lot better in Cuba,” he told me, “than I’m living here now.” And while he thinks he would like Chicago, where his mother and other relatives live, he has contented himself in Miami because Arianne loves it so.

After surviving a perilous shipwreck and an excruciating ordeal in the raging Atlantic, Nivaldo found himself in a home feeling unwelcome. Indeed, when I spoke with her weeks later, Arianne’s aunt couldn’t have been more candid about her feelings. Repeatedly tapping her forearm with two fingers—Cuban for signifying that someone is black—she found my eyes and sighed. Racial prejudice is not uncommon in Miami’s exile community, which is roughly 95 percent white. Local talk radio speculated that had Elián González been black—as are 65 to 70 percent of Cubans on the island—”he would have been tossed back into the sea.” A close friend of the couple said that Arianne’s aunt was uncomfortable with Nivaldo in her home. “Supposedly one room is for them but the aunt doesn’t want Nivaldo sleeping with Arianne. So he has to sleep in the living room.” Pushing back her red-blond hair, the aunt told me that Nivaldo’s arrival had been difficult for her. “For us, it is a very big thing. He is the first black person in our family. We grew up in a time when parents brought us up right. We accept him,” she said with an other, deeper sigh, “because he is a good, hardworking man. What can we do?”



SITTING IN A HIALEAH coffee shop where he was unable to eat or drink anything, Nivaldo said that talking about his ordeal only seemed to make it worse. The voyage was ill fated from the beginning, he said. “The most difficult thing was the trip. It was four days long but we were in the water for three days.” By the time the group left shore it was almost 2:30 in the morning of November 21. Under the shield of darkness on a moonless night, they hoped to evade detection from the Cuban Coast Guard. There were two five-year-olds in tow when they left: Arianne’s beautiful, curly-haired daughter, Estefany, named after Princess Stephanie of Monaco, and Elián, Elisa’s son. While Estefany cried and cowered fearfully from the huge, dark waves, Elián delighted in the adventure. He teased passengers who he said were eating too many of their crackers. Everyone giggled at his precocity; his mother glowed.


The mood on the boat darkened abruptly less than two hours after they took off, when the motor clacked and sputtered, then died. “We could still see land,” recalled Nivaldo. Using oars, they paddled back to the nearest key off Cárdenas. There they hid out for fourteen hours until sunset, then paddled back to Cárdenas at 6:00 P.M.

Although it was clearly a poor omen, Nivaldo said no one was deterred from going except Arianne, who was having second thoughts about bringing Estefany, who was crying and fretting. Elisa had unwavering confidence in Rafa—after all, he had made the trip twice before, with even less of a boat than they had. And she could not bear to be parted from Elián.

While the men repaired the engine, Arianne walked her daughter back to her mother’s home on Calle Vives and returned to the boat alone. It was a fateful, prescient decision that she is certain saved their lives. Had they struggled to save or calm her daughter as the others had done for one another, they too would have drowned.

Rafa repaired the boat by inserting “a piece of scrap metal in the engine from another part of the boat,” according to Nivaldo. “They fixed the engine, it was fine, we left, everything was perfect.” Having lost a full day, they finally motored off at 3:00 A.M. on November 22, a Monday. Arianne said she would never forget the date, because it happened to be her twenty-second birthday “and I spent it in the water.” In lieu of life jackets, they took along three gomas— the large black inner tubes used on Russian-made trucks. The plan was to have seven, but Rafa decided that they could make do with three.

A few hours later, in the glare of daylight, they were spotted by two cruisers from Cuba’s Guardia Frontera, who ordered them to return and threatened to use a water cannon on them. Nivaldo claimed that he seized Elián and held him high over his shoulders. “We have kids in here!” he called out, bluffing them. “There’s five, maybe six children aboard.” Arianne had no memory of the event; Nivaldo said that the guardsmen backed down but continued to trail them for another hour. Before turning back, they would radio the American Coast Guard and pass on the position of the boat and its direction. The U.S. Coast Guard confirmed that they had been alerted but never located the craft.

The group was relieved that they didn’t encounter the U.S. Coast Guard, which, under current policy, would have immediately returned them to Cuba. They knew they had to make it to shore to qualify for residency under what is known as the “wet foot/dry foot” policy. A peculiar confection of U.S. policy that was created in 1994, it grants any Cuban who makes it to land the right to stay. Haitians, Dominicans, Mexicans and everyone else get tossed back whence they came.

Notwithstanding its heavy human cargo, the boat zipped across the Florida Straits, making excellent time. In roughly nineteen hours they had come within thirty-five miles of U.S. shores—two-thirds of their journey. To reach the U.S. in thirty hours or less was their goal. But suddenly the sky blackened and the ocean roiled furiously beneath them. They had steered directly into a storm, a nasty Northeaster. Bitter cold winds and relentless rain lashed at them. “It was a bad time, there was a cold front with very big waves,” recalled Nivaldo. “A lot of water getting into the boat. Then the engine stopped and it wouldn’t start. We were nervous and afraid.”

The flailing winds jostled one fuel tank loose, spilling gasoline that burnt a hole in one of the inner tubes. And then, said Nivaldo, “a huge wave hit and flipped the boat over.” All fourteen were thrown into the churning Atlantic. Through the night, they clung to the edges of the boat calling out to the few passing ships, which didn’t hear their cries. “The first day we were all together holding on to the boat,” said Nivaldo. When the sun rose again, they expended their strength trying to flip the boat back over—but the craft capsized and sank along with the damaged inner tube—leaving fourteen people at the mercy of only two tires in the pitch-dark Atlantic. What few possessions they had—clothes, food, blankets—and all their water had tumbled into the sea. Arianne could feel the spilled gasoline burning her back.

The group split into two—the men huddled on one inner tube, the women and Elián on the other, some clinging to the sides of the tires, others, the nonswimmers, tethered to them with rope. They had succeeded in tying the two tubes together, thus keeping the group together. But hunger and dehydration quickly took their toll. The first casualty was seventeen-year-old Jikary Munero, Rafa’s younger brother. “Look, land, there’s land, an island. I can see lights,” he shouted to the others, then dove into the sea, swimming off to find it. Rafa immediately dove in to rescue his brother. Soon after, the group heard calls of “Ayúdame! Help!” and Nelson Rodríguez swam to the aid of the brothers.

It was an unforgiving, starless stormy night, without moonlight, and no one could see what was happening. After fifteen minutes, when none of the three young men had returned, the group feared the worst. Elisa began to mumble over and over again: “I think they drowned…. I think they drowned.” Silently, their helpless families realized that Nelson, Jikary and Rafa, the architect of the trip, had drowned. Worse was to come.

Lirka Guillermo, a pretty twenty-five-year-old medical student who lived across the street from the Rodríguez family, was the next casualty. She had planned to reunite with her boyfriend, who had made the voyage successfully a year earlier with Rafa. “I want black beans and rice,” she cried aloud, then suddenly released the inner tube and swam off toward the other tire. Nelson’s brother Juan Carlos, a thirty-five-year-old maintenance man who lived in Havana, tried to save her. Juan Carlos had left his family behind—his nine-year-old daughter and his wife, who was too ill to come following a failed kidney transplant. Nivaldo said that he tried to rescue Lirka in the dark sea but could barely see anything. He swam toward them, he said, but both she and Juan Carlos had gone under.

Fatigue soon brought down Rafael Munero, and his wife, María Elena, having seen her two sons and husband perish, no longer had the strength or will to hang on.

The following day, as sunlight broke through at dawn, Manolo Rodríguez, who had witnessed the drowning of his sons, disappeared from the inner tube. Next, Nelson’s wife, Zenaida, who had a lifelong fear of the ocean and couldn’t swim, slipped into the sea.

Mérida, Manolo’s wife, having watched her entire family drown, barely clung to the tire with Nivaldo and Arianne. Delirious, she kept asking for her family. “Mérida kept trying to drown herself, sliding down into the water. She was saying, ‘I want to die. I want to die,’” recalled Arianne. Nivaldo would push her back up and comfort her, telling her that they would be rescued. “Leave me alone I want to die,” she mumbled like a chant. Nivaldo dozed off, and when he awoke, Mérida was no longer crying. She had slipped away. The coroner said she died of a heart attack.

“People were drowning from fatigue,” said Nivaldo, “until it was just Arianne, me, Elián and Elisa.” Strangely, Elián seemed removed from the entire drama. He was gaily dressed in an orange jacket selected by his mother, who had heard that the bright color deflected sharks. Draped across the tire, he dozed much of the time. “He was just sleeping and when he was awake it was like an adventure for him. He wasn’t panicked at all. And he would wake up and say, ‘I’m hungry.’” Elisa comforted him but said nothing. “She couldn’t say anything because there was no food.” But she covered him in her jacket—protecting him from the grilling sun and nipping fish. Before the shipwreck, Elián seemed excited by the journey. “He knew we were coming here because Rafa would say, ‘Where are you going?’ And Elián would say, ‘Me voy pa’ La Yuma’— ‘I’m going to the U.S.’” (La Yuma is Cuban slang for America, adapted from the title of a 1957 Glenn Ford movie, 3:10 to Yuma, which was based on an Elmore Leonard short story.)

Arianne found a bottle of water floating in the sea. She said she offered it to Elisa, telling her, “This is for Elián.” And before they drowned, Rafa and the other men would throw their bodies over Elián, protecting him from the immense waves and keeping the salt spray out of his mouth.

By now Elisa’s strength was ebbing. She had seen Rafa, the great passion of her life, die, and now she struggled to live only to protect her son. She had nothing to offer him when he cried for milk. “I want to die,” she mumbled. “All I want is for my son to live. If there’s one here who has to die, let it be me, not him.”

The following morning, Nivaldo and Arianne awoke and found themselves bobbing alone in the immense Atlantic. Sometime during the night, the rope securing the two inner tubes together had torn apart. Nivaldo and Arianne said they had no idea what had happened to Elián and Elisa, but they knew one thing: Elisa could not swim. “In the morning we couldn’t see them anymore,” said Nivaldo. “I don’t know what could have happened to her. She could have lost her strength because of the current or a shark ate her. Something big must have happened because her body never turned up.”

Two more nights would pass and Arianne and Nivaldo would feel fish nipping and biting their legs and arms. They saw dolphins everywhere, which they prayed would keep the sharks at bay. On their third night in the water, Nivaldo became delirious, ranting, “We’re going to die! We’re going to die!” Arianne grabbed him fiercely and talked him down until he snapped out of it.

That night, they could finally see the glimmer of lights from the Florida shoreline. Exultant, they put all their energy into swimming but the current was against them and they eventually dozed off on their inner tube. At daybreak, they could see that they were even closer. They swam and paddled exhaustedly—their arms and legs thrashing at the water until they made it to shore. Two early-morning fishermen, Juan Ruiz and Reniel Carmenate, in Key Biscayne’s yacht harbor watched them, startled, then ran to help them. They had made it to land. They could stay. They were “dry footers.”



CÁRDENAS, ONCE A BUSTLING Spanish colonial seaport, has a unique L-shaped geography: ninety miles east of Havana, ninety miles south of the tip of Key West, Florida. Notwithstanding a population of 100,000, it has a small-town feel, where people meet and greet one another with affection and embraces. Despite a polluting plume of black smoke from the Havana Club rum refinery, Cárdenas has certain charms not found in Havana. Locals do their errands in horse-drawn carriages for a peso a trip and street vendors on bicycles sell paper cones filled with peanuts for even less.


Sustained by Varadero, Cuba’s most lucrative tourist resort, a half hour away, Cárdenas enjoys one of the highest standards of living on the island. But that hasn’t lessened its appeal for balseros— rafters who favor its coastline with its ocean currents that glide cleanly toward Miami. Most everyone here has family “over there” in La Yuma. Thousands have chosen Cárdenas as their point of departure, where smugglers charge anywhere from $500 to $10,000 per person depending on the seaworthiness of the craft. It is estimated that only about half of those who attempt the crossing make it alive.

As the Elián hullabaloo hit critical mass, balsero departures dropped off dramatically, the result of a government crackdown. By February 2000, they had resumed, and more stories of death and dying at sea were whispered about. Everyone in Cárdenas, it seemed, knew someone who had perished on one crossing or another. All the blather about Elián only underscored the official silence about the thousands who have drowned. For Elián’s shipmates there were no memorials, no services, no funerals. The only government action involved seizing the homes of those who left—to be quickly assigned to other Cuban families to fill the country’s desperate need for housing.

The grief was still palpable at the Hotel Paradiso-Punta Arenas in Varadero in early February, where Elián’s mother, Elisa, and Zenaida and Nelson Rodríguez had worked. While suntanned Canadian and German tourists buzzed about sipping tropical drinks, the staff seemed almost listless—stunned by the loss of three of their own. Unlike habaneros, who love to gossip, people in Cárdenas seem to avoid mean-spirited chisme (gossip), and lean toward understatement. For six months, street banners proclaiming the town’s adoration for Elián were hung across a half dozen streets and the locals had grown weary of the perpetual Elián Show. One of Elián’s school chums told me that the “all Elián, all the time” activities in school were “very boring,” adding, “We want Elián to come home so we can do something else.”

Lisbeth García was Elisa Brotón’s good friend. I found her on the fourth floor of the hotel cleaning a room. “We were always together,” she said softly. “Elisa was my best friend and we worked together. Zenaida worked on the seventh floor and was the godmother of my five-year-old daughter.” Lisbeth’s eyes welled up with tears, which she wiped away on her white maid’s uniform. Nelson, Zenaida’s handsome and sweet-humored husband, worked in the maintenance department.

Lisbeth had been close with Elisa for more than ten years, since her marriage to Juan Miguel. She said that Juan Miguel was “a very good man, simple, simpático” adding with a smile, “though not necessarily an intellectual. But he’s from a good family.” Elisa, she said, was remarkably similar to Juan Miguel in that both were quiet, unassuming people with modest ambitions. Both had quit school in the tenth grade and had received their high school diplomas by attending night school. “She didn’t love sports or dressing up, but she was exceptional,” said Lisbeth. “She had a great passion for her son. All her heart was for her son.” Though only thirty, Lisbeth looked very tired, her skin pale and strained by grief. We agreed to meet later when she wasn’t working.

The next day I found her at her home in Cárdenas. Like most Cubans, Lisbeth lives with an extended family—her mother, daughter, some in-laws. Her home is typical of Cárdenas—something like a roomy New York City railroad flat of five rooms but with a front porch and a small, scraggly backyard. As in most Cuban homes, there is no hot water. Water for cooking or bathing has to be boiled.

Wearing cheap black patent leather shoes and loose plaid slacks with a black sweater, Lisbeth glanced glumly at her nails and chipped fingernail polish. She had given up on Cuban men, she said, and was resigned to raise her daughter alone just as her mother had raised her. “Divorce here is normal,” she noted. So is going to Miami. “I have five paternal uncles in Miami.” Many are less fortunate, she says. Before the Elián saga, she said, “people left every day.” She paused and surveyed her ragged fingernails, then said quietly, “The sea is a cemetery of people.”

Lisbeth learned the bad news the way Cubans learn everything—by la bola en la calle, street gossip. “A neighbor found out because she had seen Zenaida’s daughter moving her stuff from their apartment. ‘I have bad news to give you. The godmother of your daughter is gone,’ she told me. I told her, ‘That’s a lie!’ Then I changed clothes and went over to the daughter’s house. I found her crying with all of Zenaida’s things around the house. Zenaida had left her a note telling her that she was leaving and to come and get her things. They left Saturday and I found out on Monday. On Thursday, they found Elián. It was days of uncertainty, not knowing if they arrived or not. At the hotel, everyone knew about it, everyone was crying.”

Juan Miguel found out through a mutual friend, she said, who went to his house and told him what had happened. “I did not want to go myself because I did not have the strength to tell him the news,” she said. “On Monday night I went to Elisa’s house to see if her mother, Raquel, knew. That’s when she tells me that Elisa had sent her a letter saying that she had had problems with Munero and she was in Havana and that when she returned she would move back and live with her again. I told Raquel that Elisa had left with Nelson, Zenaida, with the parents and all. Then she started to cry because she still believed what Elisa wrote in her note.”

Moments later, Juan Miguel raced up the stairs. Elisa had told him that she was taking Elián to Havana for the weekend and would return on Tuesday. Now, he said, everyone is saying that she has left the country. He had been to Elisa’s small apartment and found it empty and locked and ran over to Rafa’s parents’ place and found the same thing. “I was on my way to your house,” he told Lisbeth, his face flushed with emotion. “I want you to confirm the whole story to me.” “Then I told him that it is all true,” continued Lisbeth. “That Elisa left and took the boy. He started to cry—inconsolably—for both of them. He loved Elisa—she was the mother of his child, and because they were good friends who had known each other for twenty years.”

Juan Miguel raced home and spoke with his mother, Mariela Quintana, a woman of uncommon fortitude, who worked for the Ministry of Justice. Immediately she picked up the phone, then charged about town, pulling every string available to her. She would lobby her boss and his chief, who was one of the town’s top politicos, Ricardo Chapelín, first secretary of the Communist Party for Cárdenas. But to no avail. No one knew anything other than that the group had left for La Yuma.

On Thursday, November 25, when Elián was discovered bobbing in the sea, an exultant Juan Miguel rushed about putting his papers in order: Elián’s birth certificate, his wedding decree and his divorce papers-knowing he would need them to claim his child. Soon he would be reunited with his son, he told friends.

Elisa and Juan Miguel had met at a friend’s quinceañera, a fifteenth-birthday party celebration, and began dating when she was fourteen years old. The couple abandoned school to marry when she was sixteen. With both of them working in tourism, the newlyweds prospered enough for Juan Miguel to buy a 1956 Nash Rambler station wagon and to raise a family. For years they tried unsuccessfully to have children. Prior to Elián’s birth, Elisa had miscarried seven times. In 1989, she lost a seven-month pregnancy, leaving the couple devastated. “She had everything prepared for the birth,” said Lisbeth. The couple divorced in 1991 but continued seeing each other and redoubled their efforts to have a child, even seeking out obstetric care and counseling. In 1993, they finally had a child, Elián. His birth came at the same time that Elisa’s father was battling terminal stomach cancer and leavened her sadness. “Elián was a child very much wanted by her and Juan Miguel,” said Lisbeth. His name, in fact, was an elision of their two names with an accent over the fourth letter. Eliding names or creating fanciful confections of nomenclature is as popular in the provinces of Cuba as it is in the inner cities of the U.S. Elián was an exceptional child, “very alive and intelligent,” who loved mango juice and the little cones of peanuts hawked by street vendors on bicycles.

Neither Elisa nor Juan Miguel was known to be interested in politics, nor did either have a rebellious streak. They both had been members of UJC—the Young Communist League—and both later joined the Party, assuming roles like their parents, who had always been active members. They participated in the local CDR (Committee for the Defense of the Revolution), the neighborhood watchdog group that monitored the community, and Elisa held a fairly important position in the local Communist Party. “She was second secretary of the nucleus of the Party in our department,” explained Lisbeth, a “very responsible” position, and she attended meetings up until the time she left.

A few years after Elián’s birth, the couple drifted apart. Juan Miguel’s philandering, which had dogged their marriage from the beginning, was at the root of the breakup. Lisbeth García didn’t mention it during my first interviews with her, but when I returned to Cárdenas some months later, she confirmed my suspicions. The marriage had two significant stresses: the frustration of having lost seven pregnancies before Elián’s birth and the fact that Juan Miguel was what Cubans called a mujeriego—a skirt-chaser. “Here in Cuba, the men are like that,” Lisbeth said ruefully. “He was a little salsero. He tried to make it so Elisa would not find out because he was never going to leave her… but she was never sure he wasn’t with another woman. Mariela [Juan Miguel’s mother] always defended Elisa, not Juan Miguel. And despite all this, Raquel [Elisa’s mother] adored him. She never wanted Elisa to have another husband.”

But after years of coping with his infidelities, Elisa left for good. “She didn’t trust him anymore,” Lisbeth said with a shrug, adding that Juan Miguel was shattered when she finally left and he begged her to return. “Elisa was the love of his life.”

At a Varadero nightclub in August 1997, Elisa met and fell headlong in love with Lázaro Munero, known to his family and intimates as Rafa, a high school dropout six years her junior. Bold, impulsive and entrepreneurial, Rafa couldn’t have been more different from Juan Miguel. “He was fun and liked to party,” says Lisbeth. “We went out a lot. He liked discos. He enjoyed life. Rafa had lots of spirit, lots of ideas, he was quick-witted. He wouldn’t think things through, though. He was very wild. He was called El Loco,” and, at times, he could be “a spoiled brat.” Two months later, he moved in with Elisa at her mother and stepfather’s comfortable apartment above a pharmacy on Calle Coronel Verdugo.

Elisa, said Lisbeth, “was lost in love” for Rafa, “too much in love.”



ONE THING WAS CLEAR early on: the decision of the Miami relatives of Elián González to keep the five-year-old and not return him to his father was a gift from God for Fidel Castro. To the horror of his critics, Castro claimed the moral high ground. He had grasped immediately that no matter the outcome, the situation would be a win-win for him and a black eye for the Miami exiles.


Castro immersed himself in the Elián drama with the same obsessive zeal with which he had attended to the Cuban Missile Crisis. Virtually daily there was a tribuna abierta—open town meeting—or government-organized demonstrations on behalf of Elián, often rallying as many as 100,000 Cubans.

By the time I got to Havana in February, Elián Fatigue was a nationwide epidemic. On television, even cartoons and children’s programming were preempted for Elián updates. A popular newscaster who dared to use a mildly sarcastic tone when providing the schedule of more Elián coverage vanished from the screen for several months. A noted intellectual greeted me, hollering aloud, “I hate Elián González,” and even a high-level government official confided with a weary shrug, “Ya basta!”—it’s enough already. Dissidents and intellectuals puzzled and groaned over why and how the Miami exile leadership picked such a loser of a cause to champion.

Once the Elián Show became the centerpiece of Castro’s foreign policy, Cárdenas was treated to a quick makeover. The entire block on Cossio Street where Elián lived was completely repainted, as was his schoolhouse. Even a hole in his desk had been repaired. Although everyone was dismissive of the propaganda sweepstakes at work, few believed the government was on the wrong side. Most cringed at the thought of being in Juan Miguel’s shoes: having their child snatched by angry Miami relatives who wanted to get even with Fidel Castro. Neighbors howled about how Juan Miguel had even given up his bed for his Uncle Lázaro when he visited from Miami and slept in his car during his 1998 visit—only to be repaid with him taking his son! “Qué desgracia!” they scolded.

In Cárdenas, Juan Miguel and his family were well known and well liked. Even Elisa’s boyfriend, Rafa Munero, had maintained an amicable relationship with him. Vivian, a neighbor whose children played with Elián, said that Juan Miguel was an unusually dutiful dad. “He was always fretting about the boy. Always bringing him gifts, toys, taking him out for visits and spending the weekend with
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