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			Preface

			The cement floor was cold, and loud sobs echoed throughout the room, but that night Fernando Arredondo was too tired and shell-shocked to let much bother him. Ignoring his surroundings, he wrapped his gray sweatshirt tightly around his chest as if he were an infant draped in a warm blanket, pulled the hoodie over his head, and fell asleep on the floor.

			He had not gotten much sleep the night before. Or during the past year, for that matter. It was back then, in the spring of 2017, that his troubles had begun. That was when he and his family—or at least those who had survived—had fled their home near Guatemala City after being targeted by gang members.

			But now, Fernando thought, he and his twelve-year-old daughter, Andrea, were at last safe. Earlier that day, the two of them had finally crossed the US-Mexico border and pleaded asylum at the Laredo Processing Center on the bank of the Rio Grande in south Texas. The paperwork had been endless and the officials derisive. They had forced Fernando to strip down to his underwear and then searched him. They had demanded that he dispose of his shoelaces. And, worst of all, they had taken Andrea to sleep in the “children’s section” of the immigration station, despite her pleadings and fear. Fernando had complained but had been powerless to stop it. All he could do was wait to be reunited with her the following day. And so it was that Fernando found himself uneasily asleep in a locked room alongside more than a dozen other adult refugees.

			Rest was not in the cards, however. At around 4:00 a.m., earsplitting screams stirred him from his slumber.

			“They are taking the kids! They are taking the kids!” a woman was yelling.

			Fernando jumped up from the floor and rushed to the door, which had a little window that looked out onto the station’s quarters. Cramming himself against the other refugees, he could glimpse children being lined up and herded toward the building’s exit. Andrea was in that line. So was a toddler who could barely stand by herself.

			The shrieks inside the locked room became louder. Parents banged on the door, on the walls, demanding to be with their children: “What’s happening?” “Where are you taking our kids?” More banging. More screaming.

			No response. No one came to provide an explanation. And they couldn’t escape, no matter how hard they pounded on the door. Trapped in that room, the parents saw their children leave the building one by one.

			A woman sobbed desperately. “My baby! My baby!” she yelled. “Where did you take her? Brutes!” Her sequestered daughter, who had made the long journey with her from Honduras, was not even two years old. Still, no one came.

			

			—

			In the last days of June 2018, in what was turning out to be an unusually hot summer, thousands of Americans stepped outside to attend one of the more than seven hundred demonstrations that erupted throughout the country to protest the Trump administration’s zero-tolerance policy that was separating children from their parents while in detention. The marches took place in both liberal cities like Los Angeles and New York and conservative strongholds like Appalachia and Wyoming. Zero tolerance was one of Trump’s most unpopular policies; only one-quarter of Americans supported it. Even a politically divided country, it seemed, could agree that Trump’s family separation policy had gone too far.

			But though hundreds of reporters descended outside the gates of the nation’s detention centers, their cameras failed to capture what lay just beyond their frame. They didn’t reveal that family separation constituted only one aspect of a much broader and more insidious issue, one that has been an affront to America’s most fundamental democratic principles for more than a century.

			Individuals detained without trial. Caged without explanation and without having been accused of committing any crimes. Denied basic constitutional rights. Unaware of when they will be released or if they will be released at all. Subjected to beatings and other torture. Americans have long pinned these abuses to far-off regimes and distant times: Nazi Germany, Pinochet’s Chile, the Soviet Union. They do not happen here. If our leadership perpetrates these acts, we have believed, it does so for profoundly specific reasons and in marginal spaces outside the country: in legal black sites like Guantánamo Bay—a so-called island outside the law where terrorist suspects have been detained with limited access to rights.

			In reality, however, Guantánamo-like facilities have arisen in towns and cities across America since the nineteenth century. Every day in the heart of the self-described “greatest democracy on earth,” people are incarcerated without charges for indefinite periods of time, under horrific conditions and without basic constitutional protections. This is the hidden world of immigrant detention centers.

			To understand how America came to be crisscrossed by a vast network of facilities where people are detained without basic rights, we have to look back almost 150 years to when Congress passed legislation that spawned what is now known as the “entry fiction.” According to this doctrine, migrants stopped at the border are legally considered to be outside the country. When these “entrants” are detained in the United States while the government decides their fate, they are treated as if they are not here. This is the case whether the detention centers are near the border or deep within the country. The detention centers exist on the US map, but the “entrants” within them are presumed to be held outside the nation. Since they are “not here,” detainees are not guaranteed basic constitutional protections—even when subjected to the laws and forces of the state. This fiction continues to dictate conditions for asylum seekers and migrants stopped at the border to this day.

			Not all migrants caged in detention centers have been classified as “entrants” lacking rights. Unauthorized migrants who evade apprehension at the border and are only later detained—for example, those caught living without papers in Los Angeles—hold a different legal status. They are considered to have entered the nation and as such are accorded constitutional rights. Even these migrants, however, are caged in spaces originally conceived as sites where rights can be flouted.

			Abuse is built deep into the bedrock of detention centers. Nowadays, federal statutes and regulations are supposed to guarantee at least baseline protections against inhumane conditions in immigrant detention facilities. Nonetheless, detained migrants have regularly been subjected to sexual and physical abuse from guards, forced to sleep outside in the snow or without airflow in sweltering heat, denied medical attention, and, as we know, torn from their children, who are caged elsewhere.

			Much of this torture is by design. Since the 1980s, the US government has used the threat of detention to deter potential migrants from attempting to come into the country. Detention centers are purposely made to be horrid under the fallacious logic that the ghastlier such sites, the more successful they will be in dissuading foreign nationals from setting out for the United States.

			Like the nation’s prisons, immigrant detention centers tend to be located far from urban hubs, beyond the easy reach of most reporters, visitors, and lawyers. Given the shrouded nature of these sites, the vast majority of Americans are unaware of the horrors that happen inside these facilities or the astounding number of people caged there. In 2012, the Obama administration confined 477,523 migrants, and by 2019, the Trump administration held almost 511,000. Because of the pandemic, the number of detained migrants fell during the first year of the Biden administration to about 190,000, but by 2022, it had risen to approximately 307,000.

			Indeed, since 1891, when the government first introduced federal immigration detention, millions of foreign nationals have been locked up. Computing the exact number of detentions over the years is impossible, because immigration officials employed arbitrary and changing counting methods over time and, even worse, failed to report detention figures for multiple years. Still, existing statistics show that between 1941 and 2022, there were at least fourteen million foreign nationals held behind bars. This means that more migrants have been detained over time than the current population of the entire state of Pennsylvania. It is no surprise, then, that the United States has created the largest immigrant detention system in the world.

			Ignoring the existence of sites where people can be imprisoned and deprived of basic rights puts the rights of all people in America—including citizens—at risk, just as ignoring the presence of a cancer in a particular part of the body allows for metastatic growth and fatal spread elsewhere. In fact, immigrant detention has already helped shape other sites where basic rights are not guaranteed, regardless of citizenship. One of them is the prison system. For instance, the first private prison in the United States was originally a detention center. Since then, for-profit prison companies have lobbied to increase the incarceration of both American citizens and migrants in order to boost bottom lines.

			The interconnectedness of prisons and immigrant detention centers is particularly notable because, in theory, the purpose of these two institutions is distinct. Unlike those held by the criminal justice system, detained migrants are not being penalized for breaking the law; they are being held until they can be deported or released. Nonetheless, the nation’s detention and prison systems have grown side by side, buttressed by the same logic and arguments, to the point that they are now virtually indistinguishable.

			The ability to deny rights to detained “entrants” upon arrival even paved the way for the development of Guantánamo Bay as a quintessential site of rightlessness. In 1991, President George H. W. Bush used the naval base in Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, to detain Haitian refugees. Both because Haitians were understood to be entrants and because Guantánamo was outside the United States, the government held that it did not have to provide detainees with full constitutional rights. When the war on terror broke out, George W. Bush merely continued the practice of interning and torturing individuals at Guantánamo.

			From immigration to mass incarceration, from counterterrorism to constitutional law, the history of immigrant detention is ultimately America’s history writ large. Even though most Americans have been oblivious to migrant incarceration, the effects of this system have been so far-reaching that they have come to endanger all our rights.

			But it doesn’t have to be this way. As this book will show, the history of immigrant detention also contains moments in which our leaders recognized the system as antithetical to the notion of justice and attempted to move away from it. During the period between the mid-1950s and early 1980s, US leaders spoke forcefully against immigrant incarceration and sought to curtail the practice. In 1958, the Supreme Court, in Leng May Ma v. Barber, even held that “physical detention of aliens is now the exception, not the rule,” and pointed out that “certainly this policy reflects the humane qualities of an enlightened civilization.” It is once again time to shine a light on our shared humanity and reject detention. There are, as we will see, more effective and just alternatives.

			In the Shadow of Liberty unpacks the long, complex evolution of the federal detention of “entrants” by following Fernando’s journey, as well as the stories of Fu Chi Hao, Ellen Knauff, and Gerardo Mansur—all migrants who were stopped at the border and thus stripped of basic rights. These four individuals were part of the most important transformations in the history of immigrant detention in America. Chi Hao migrated during the era of Chinese exclusion, when inland detention and the “entry fiction” originated. Ellen was a Jewish war bride who migrated from Germany to the United States after escaping the Holocaust, only to be detained on Ellis Island—the iconic site of hope and opportunity inviting the world’s “poor, huddled masses.” But Ellen’s story also brought a reckoning: the national embarrassment of her very public case spurred a waning of the immigrant detention system that lasted for decades. The push to incarcerate migrants only returned in full force following the Mariel boatlift of 1980, which brought Gerardo to America. At this point, the system changed its logic. Previously, immigrants had been detained while the government decided whether they could stay or not; after 1980, the explicit goal of detention became to dissuade future migrants from embarking for the United States in the first place. Harm became detention’s ready weapon. It was this deliberately pitiless system that Fernando and his daughter experienced when they sought asylum in 2018.

			Given how invisible detention centers are deliberately made to be, it is not surprising that there is a dearth of available information on the experiences of migrants who have been held behind bars. To write this book, I conducted weeks-long oral history interviews with Gerardo and Fernando, as well as with their family members. I also consulted Chi Hao’s and Ellen’s meticulous memoirs, which detail not only their detentions but also their lives in their home countries, their migrations, and their arrivals in America.

			Chi Hao, Ellen, Fernando, and Gerardo are people whom most Americans will find sympathetic. But likeability, or lack thereof, should not be a factor when it comes to detention. With this in mind, I also conducted over a hundred oral history interviews with Cubans and Central Americans who were detained from the 1980s to the present; analyzed thousands of letters that imprisoned migrants wrote to their lawyers as well as court decisions and legislative debates; and examined newspaper articles, government archives, personal collections, and unpublished ephemera. Together, these sources allowed me to document the experiences of not just the four individuals this book follows but of all their fellow sufferers fighting for their lives, determined to change their destinies. Their stories inform every page.

			Ultimately, this book shows that if the United States is a nation of immigrants, then it is also a nation of prisoners. Coursing through the body of the country is a hidden history unlike the one most of us have been shown. From the late nineteenth century to the present, America has incarcerated migrants from all corners of the world, whether they be south-of-the-border asylum seekers or European migrants. They have been imprisoned under the most inhumane of conditions, without trials and often without even knowing why they are being held. America’s history is not complete without their stories.
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			A Dream Detained

		

	
		
			1

			Christian Land
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			Fu Chi Hao

			Summer 1900

			
			A horde of shirtless boys fell to the ground with a thud. Then, responding to a signal that only they could hear, they scrambled back to their feet. Next, the frenzy: a surging mass of boys, wild, hungry, and ready, pumping their fists into the air, flinging long, arcing kicks at no one but the gods to whom they were offering their urgent bodies. Their spasms were a ritual calling for the gods to possess them and infuse them with the necessary strength and invulnerability to fulfill their campaign.

			By then, Fu Chi Hao had heard much about these infamous martial artists, known as Boxers, who were killing Christians throughout northern China, looting homes, and burning churches. But this was the first time that the lanky young Chinese teacher was seeing them in person. As if in a trance himself, Chi Hao pushed through the crowd, trying to see past the flock of onlookers like his life depended on it.

			To be fair, it kind of did.

			Chi Hao was not just any man among the hundreds of spectators watching the Boxer ritual. No, he was the target of these very practices. He was a stranger among strangers: a Christian in a country where many detested Christians and a Chinese native who lived and worked with foreign missionaries.

			

			—

			
			It began with an illness, a piercing pang deep inside Mr. Fu’s chest. Back then, Chi Hao, Mr. Fu’s youngest son, was only a baby, and all Mr. Fu wanted was to admire his youngest child. Instead, he spent his days stooped and in agony, visiting physician after physician, searching for relief and finding none. He knew the pain would soon kill him.

			Desperate, Mrs. Fu burned incense in the temples, begging the gods to cure him. She vowed to eat only the blandest of food until he recovered. When that didn’t work, she bid the implacable gods to take twenty years of her life and give them instead to her beloved husband. She even followed the orders of the town’s shaman, performing a complex ritual in the serpent-infested yard of a derelict temple, but her husband still did not recover.

			After two years of this misery, a neighbor returned from a trip with information: he had heard that English doctors in the port city of Tianjin could remedy any illness. The family did not have much money, so Mrs. Fu sold some valuables for her husband’s travel. There, at last, the miracle for which they’d searched: the doctors performed a painful but successful surgery. Mr. Fu was finally cured.

			Now, for the doctors, this was not just a surgery. It was an opportunity to convert a “heathen.” That was why they were in China in the first place.

			“Your recovery is due not alone to the skill of doctors, but also to the grace of the true God,” they told Mr. Fu. And, little by little, Mr. Fu became convinced that the evangelists were right.

			Mrs. Fu? Not so much. At first, she wanted nothing to do with Christianity, fearing that her friends and neighbors would judge her harshly if she converted. Mr. Fu solved this issue by hiring a cart and relocating the family to a mission in Tongzhou, near Beijing, where they would not only be accepted but would also be able to reap the advantages that the missionaries provided. Living there, Mrs. Fu, too, became a disciple of Christ.

			Growing up, Chi Hao knew no other life. His parents sent him to mission schools and then to the North China College, an academy that trained Chinese students to become Christian teachers. When he graduated, Chi Hao headed to Shanxi Province in northern China to teach in a Congregationalist mission run by a tight-knit group of missionaries from Oberlin College in Ohio.

			One April day during his first year in Shanxi, Chi Hao woke up with a terrible headache. By the next morning he could barely stand up: a brutal bout of typhus fever was ravaging his body. The disease was known for its ruthlessness, and people were rightly scared of contagion. But one of the Oberlin missionaries, Dwight Howard Clapp, stayed by his side and nursed him back to health while other missionaries cooked for him and sent him gifts. Such kindness, he later wrote, “I can never repay, I can never forget.”

			Just like his father had experienced, the benevolence that the missionaries exhibited in the face of illness transformed Chi Hao. Perhaps this was why he was now willing to stand by the missionaries’ side in their time of need.

			

			—

			After seeing the young boys perform their possession rituals, Chi Hao tried to calm himself. His fear was not so much for himself as for his parents, who still lived near Beijing. A few weeks earlier, he had received a letter from them, telling him that the Boxers were gaining power in that region and had already disturbed their church. Since then, he had received no new messages.

			Breathing in, Chi Hao reminded himself that the uncharacteristic silence did not necessarily mean something had happened to his family. Since the end of May 1900, roving bands of Boxers had severed communication between foreigners in different parts of China by tearing up rail lines, pulling down telegraph poles, and beating or killing anyone they caught carrying letters or dispatches written in a foreign language.

			But Chi Hao did have reason to worry. After weeks of waiting, he finally received news, and it was worse than what he had feared. The Boxers had destroyed the North China College in Tongzhou, where he had studied and where his parents lived. He was immediately overcome by worry: Was his father alive? What about his mother? And his beloved teachers and friends from the college?

			He needed answers. He needed to rush back home. Before he did so, however, one of the missionaries warned him about the dangers of making the trip and the likelihood that he would be stopped along the way. Chi Hao knew the missionary was right. And so, against his will, he stayed in Shanxi. Nothing was more excruciating than not knowing. He was filled with an impenetrable sense of hope and terror and loss.

			

			—

			“Fu Qing mie yang.” (Support the Qing, destroy the foreign.) This was the slogan under which the Boxers first rose to prominence in 1899. It was an unequivocal cry against imperialism. And for most Chinese people, Christianity was the face of the foreign, the face of imperialism.

			Missionaries were, in fact, imperialist actors. Their very efforts to convert Chinese to Christianity were efforts to impose Western values and culture upon them. Missionaries were also vital to imperialist projects, regularly working, for instance, as translators in treaty negotiations with Western powers. Under the “unequal treaties,” China was forced to concede many of its territorial and sovereign rights to various powers, including Britain, France, and the United States. It had to cede Hong Kong to Britain, open its ports for foreign trade, and legalize the importation of opium. It also had to give foreign nationals in China extraterritorial rights, which allowed them to have their own legal, judicial, and police systems. It was these very treaties that gave Christian missionaries the right to propagate their faith in China without having to abide by Chinese laws.

			As Chinese villagers’ frustration toward imperialism grew, so did their resentment toward the foreign Christians living among them and trying to convert them. This anger enabled the Boxers to convince local villagers that the foreigners were responsible for any ills that might befall them—including the catastrophic drought that was destroying their livelihood.

			Unsurprisingly, the rise of the Boxers caused much consternation in Europe and the United States. In mid-April 1900, warships from several European countries began arriving in China to protect their envoys. Two months later, an army composed of American, British, German, Russian, French, Japanese, Italian, and Austrian forces set out to capture Beijing. Although they failed to do so, they did manage to occupy the Dagu Forts, a key strategic site for their military efforts.

			In retaliation for this occupation, on June 21, Empress Dowager Cixi named the Boxers yimin, “righteous people,” and issued an official declaration of war against all foreign powers in China.

			A wild wind was rolling through the country, and Chi Hao was caught up in its storm.

			

			—

			The school year had not yet finished, but Chi Hao and his colleagues understood what was happening that day in Shanxi when fathers showed up to take their sons home. The declaration of war had dramatically expanded the Boxers’ reach, and violence had spread throughout the region. Before the end of June, the mission school closed its doors to protect the Chinese teachers and missionaries who remained inside. Every day, a mob gathered along the perimeter, yelling: “Kill the foreigners, loot the houses!”

			From the mission, Chi Hao could see the anger in the streets. It was terrifying. The Boxers had already stormed other Christian compounds and brutally murdered everyone within them. They had tortured their victims; they had beheaded adults and children alike; they had burned down the missions with people inside.

			The Boxers were not alone in perpetuating violence. In early July, Shanxi’s governor issued a proclamation calling on Chinese Christians to end their association with foreigners, leave the missions, and recant their religion. Those who did so received state-issued certificates proving that they had renounced Christianity, which they pinned on their jackets. Those who did not knew that their decision might cost them their lives.

			That very month, Chi Hao and his colleagues learned that the governor was heading toward their mission with three hundred soldiers and two hundred Boxers, intending to kill everyone who remained at the compound. Upon hearing this, most of the Chinese converts who were still there bolted, but Chi Hao could not force himself to do the same. As he silently paced back and forth across the schoolyard, trying to decide what to do, Charles Price, the mission’s reverend, approached him with instructions to flee at once: “We foreigners would be recognized wherever we might go, so it is useless for us to flee. If there were hope, we would run too. There is hope that you might escape, and you cannot save us by remaining here.”

			Chi Hao had to agree. He walked out of the mission’s gate just as rain began to fall. But he did not go far. A few hours later, he was back. He was not going to abandon his friends. If necessary, he would die with them.

			

			—

			Back inside the compound, Chi Hao waited alongside the missionaries for the siege. But as the nights passed, all they heard was the howling of invisible wolves deep in the nearby mountains. Chi Hao let himself wonder if the “news” they had received had been false. Perhaps they would be safe.

			Then came the official order: a band of soldiers was to escort Chi Hao and the missionaries from the station in Shanxi to the port of Tianjin, where they would be expelled from the country. Once again, the missionaries instructed Chi Hao to flee, reasoning that, unlike them, he might have a chance of escaping to safety. But all Chi Hao could think was: “If I do not go with them, I am afraid their difficulties on the journey will be still greater. Perhaps I can help them a little.”

			On the day that the missionaries were to be exiled, Reverend Price reluctantly agreed to let Chi Hao join them, but not before making him promise that “When danger comes, if there is a chance for you to escape, you will make every effort to save your life so that, afterward, you can tell our story to others.” Charles then gave Chi Hao several ounces of silver, as well as a small piece of blue cloth on which he had written: “This is a trustworthy man; he will tell you of our fate. C. W. Price.” He told Chi Hao, “Hide this on your person, and if you get through to Tientsin [Tianjin], give it to any foreigner whom you may find. . . . They will take you to an American official.”

			His words, his signature, a little money. Charles was handing over to his friend not an entire life but what would remain if that life were snuffed out.

			At nine that morning, four carts arrived at the compound’s front gate to take the missionaries away. Thousands of villagers had also come to observe the exodus. Chi Hao and his friends mounted the carts, knowing how vulnerable they were. As they charged away, a gentle breeze caressed Chi Hao’s face, reminding him that they had finally escaped their confinement. It was the first time that most of them had left the damp mission in weeks or even months. “It was all so beautiful and peaceful and strength-giving. So as soon as we were out in the country air, our spirits rose and fresh life and joy came to us,” Chi Hao remembered years later.

			The soldiers broke the peace. “Lend me your boots to wear,” one ordered Chi Hao.

			“Don’t demand them of him; won’t they be ours in a little while?” another soldier asked, laughing.

			None of the English-speaking missionaries seemed aware of this conversation, but after the soldiers made a few more ominous comments, Chi Hao knew he and his friends were in danger. “If anything is going to happen, please tell me,” he begged the soldiers.

			There was a lengthy pause. The carts rolled forward; the only sound was the wheels whining on their axles. Finally, one of the soldiers spoke to his fellow countryman. “You ought to escape at once, for only a short distance ahead we are to kill the foreigners.”

			Chi Hao knew that this time there would be no reprieve. Almost instinctively, he jumped from the cart and began running. As he fled, he heard a rifle blast, but he kept going, trying not to think about his friends. He ran for miles and miles, even as his feet ached and his mouth cried for water.

			When his energy was finally depleted, Chi Hao stopped at an inn. He was ravenous, and the place was lively, which allowed him to sit unnoticed in the press of bodies and listen to the chatter happening around him. The inn’s guests were laughing at the massacre of foreigners that had just occurred a few villages away. At the killing of his friends. Chi Hao kept his face and body immobile as the details accumulated: The missionaries had been shot and slashed with swords. The soldiers had even murdered their children.

			Just then, the waiter arrived with Chi Hao’s food. But, as he later described, “had the emperor sent me the choicest viands from his table, I could not have swallowed a morsel.”

			

			—

			His body was emaciated, his face sunburned, his clothes ragged, and his feet bubbled with painful blisters, but after traveling more than three hundred miles, Chi Hao finally made it to Tianjin. From what he could see, the great city was ruined and deserted. Not a house remained standing on either side of the street. But here the foreign armies were still in control, and he was safe.

			Chi Hao approached a group of American soldiers and produced the blue cloth that Charles had given him. For the next few days, the US Army fed him, and officials from the provisional government, composed of the eight foreign nations invading China, interviewed him. Chi Hao told his anguished story, time and time again, hoping that these officials would send help to any foreigners still in Shanxi.

			Even so, he knew not to expect much. Soon after arriving in Tianjin, he learned that some of his family members had encouraged his parents to commit suicide so that they would avoid a worse fate. Before his mother died, Chi Hao was told, she had said: “My heart is very anxious for my youngest son . . . for I know not whether he is living or dead. If he ever returns to our village, will you for the sake of his old parents care for him and help him?”

			Everyone Chi Hao loved was gone. Everyone who had loved him—gone.

			Under the fog of a deep depression, he found little joy or meaning in life. Weeks turned into months. Then, on one dismal day, he received a letter from his old schoolteacher Luella Miner. She had written to inform him that she was taking K’ung Hsiang Hsi, whom Chi Hao had known since childhood, to America in a few weeks.

			A direct descendant of Confucius, Hsiang Hsi was a handsome young man who would years later become a major figure in the Chinese Nationalist government, even serving as China’s premier for a short stint. But at the time, no one could foresee that. Hsiang Hsi had recently worked in a Shanxi mission close to the one where Chi Hao had taught. Like Chi Hao, he had stayed with the missionaries for as long as he could, building barricades around the compound and running errands on the outside when necessary. The missionaries had given him letters they had written to their families to deliver in the future if he survived them.

			In the end, leaving the mission was not Hsiang Hsi’s choice. Two weeks before the Boxers massacred everyone at that station, his relatives kidnapped him and imprisoned him in their home. It was through the latticed window in the room where he was confined that Hsiang Hsi heard the howling crowd outside the mission and the rifle reports. Trapped, he listened to the murder of his friends.

			Like Chi Hao, Hsiang Hsi was overcome by sorrow and trauma, but one thought kept him going: he must get to America and deliver to the families of the martyred missionaries the letters entrusted to him. After that, he thought, he should go study at Oberlin College, the very site where his beloved missionaries had come from.

			As soon as he read Luella’s letter, Chi Hao’s sense of purpose returned: he had to join Luella and Hsiang Hsi. Chi Hao had studied English for ten years now, hoping to one day attend an American college. Now, his father and mother were gone, and he had no more ties to his homeland. Chi Hao reached out to Luella, and she agreed to take him to the United States as well.

			

			—

			Chinese migrants began traveling to the United States in significant numbers following the discovery of gold in California in 1848. They came primarily from the Pearl River Delta region in Guangdong, which saw approximately one-quarter of its population head overseas in the nineteenth century. Turmoil pushed many to migrate. During the 1850s, the Red Turban Rebellion swept through Guangdong, and then the even more devastating Taiping Rebellion killed more than twenty-five million in southern China between 1850 and 1864. Other migrants boarded vessels headed to America with the dream of becoming rich after hearing popular stories about California’s Gold Mountain, where solid gold nuggets supposedly covered the land.

			The American steamship companies that transported Chinese migrants across the Pacific did actually secure mounds of gold and avidly fomented this migration. In 1867, the Pacific Mail Steamship Company began to offer regular service between Asia and San Francisco. It promoted these trips in a newspaper it published, describing the glorious opportunities that awaited Chinese émigrés in the United States.

			But even as Western steamship companies profited from Chinese migration, many Americans, and especially those in California, detested the new arrivals. Reports written by American diplomats, traders, and missionaries in China influenced many Americans to view Chinese people as heathens who had inferior bodies, facial features, customs, foods, and morals—and who should not be welcomed in the United States.

			Anti-Chinese sentiments amplified in the 1870s as a result of rising unemployment in California. White workers accused Chinese migrants of stealing jobs, lowering wages, reducing living standards, and bringing women from China for prostitution, thus slashing the nation’s moral fabric. In 1877, a group of white workers formed the Workingmen’s Party of California. Its rallying cry? “The Chinese Must Go!” Others adhered to similar calls. San Francisco lawyer H. N. Clement stood before a California State Senate committee and said: “We have a great right to say to the half-civilized subject from Asia, ‘You shall not come at all.’ ”

			These calls altered the course of US immigration. Up to that point, the federal government had not passed and enforced policies to regulate immigration at the national level. In 1852, the Supreme Court had even held: “This country is open to all men who wish to come to it. No question, or demand of a passport, meets them at the border. He who flees from crimes committed in other countries, like all others, is admitted; nor can the common thief be reclaimed by any foreign power. To this effect we have no treaty.” Anti-Chinese demands changed that. In 1875, Congress passed the Page Act, prohibiting the entrance of convicted criminals, Asian laborers brought involuntarily, and women imported for prostitution. This last provision primarily targeted Chinese women, whom officials believed were trafficked to the United States for sex work.

			Seven years later, in 1882, the government shut the nation’s door still further through the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act. This law barred Chinese laborers from entering the country and expressly allowed only a few “exempt” classes of Chinese people to continue to migrate: merchants, teachers, students, diplomats, and travelers.

			But why should Chi Hao and Hsiang Hsi worry about this? The two men had already proven their worth and loyalty to America and its citizens through valiant action. They also had personal invitations from US missionaries and Oberlin College. And if that was not enough, they were coming as students, one of the exempt categories under which Chinese migrants could enter the United States.

			

			—

			Chi Hao felt terribly nauseous as he and Hsiang Hsi made their way to America aboard the Doric. Crammed with cargo and throngs of other passengers, the overcrowded steerage quarters lacked privacy and proper ventilation, which fomented the spread of disease. Most of the voyagers around Chi Hao were Chinese. On these trips across the Pacific, white people were discouraged—and sometimes even prevented—from traveling in the lower decks of the vessels.

			On Thursday, September 12, 1901, the ship finally reached the welcoming lips of the Golden Gate—that long-awaited strait that connects the Pacific Ocean to the San Francisco Bay. Burnt-red and green cliffs, steeper than any wave through which the boat had sailed, put an end to the vast ocean. “The peril of the water, the seasickness on the boat, were both ended,” Chi Hao recalled of his relief. He had arrived in Christian America—a country whose citizens would accept him because of, not despite, his beliefs.

			A smaller boat appeared in the distance and glided toward the Doric, disturbing the serenity of the moment. From it emerged an inspector who boarded the much larger steamer. If this man concluded that even one person aboard carried a transmissible disease, the Doric would have to raise a yellow flag and head to quarantine at Angel Island, just as it had five months earlier over a case of smallpox.

			The quarantine officer examined the passengers. After spending more than three weeks in the foul steerage quarters, Hsiang Hsi had fallen terribly ill. But the officer did not stop the boat because of it. Even if Hsiang Hsi was sick, he was presumed not to be contagious—and that was all this “doctor” cared about. Before long, the officer announced that the Doric was clear to proceed to the wharf.

			Chi Hao’s body tensed once more with anticipation, even though he knew he had to be patient. Luella had warned him and Hsiang Hsi that they were unlikely to disembark as soon as the vessel arrived, as white people were always first to leave. And so it happened: the two friends watched Luella and the other passengers from the first and second classes descend happily onto America’s shores while those in the third class were kept inside. Hours passed. Everyone else had disembarked, but those in steerage still had not received any instructions. Chi Hao and Hsiang Hsi fell asleep that night aboard the still-rocking ship, left to imagine their new lives in America.

			When they awoke the next morning, the steerage passengers were finally summoned to the deck. Inspectors from the Chinese Bureau had boarded the vessel to interrogate the migrants and determine whether they had the right to enter the country. Chi Hao and his friend headed up the stairs, carrying with them paperwork confirming that they were coming to the United States as students and were thus exempt from Chinese exclusion. When their turn came, the men handed their papers to the inspectors, ready to be waved into Christian land.

			The inspectors examined the documents. Then they gruffly told the two men that they could not exit the boat.

			Chi Hao and Hsiang Hsi could barely believe what they were hearing. Many of the other passengers around them had been allowed to disembark. Why hadn’t they? The inspectors provided them no explanation.

			It was not until later that afternoon that the two friends learned what was wrong. To enter the United States as a member of an exempt category, a Chinese migrant had to hold a certificate issued by the Chinese government and endorsed by the American consul. The immigration inspectors in San Francisco were claiming that the wrong Chinese official had issued the paperwork and that the American consul had made some errors when endorsing the permits.

			Because of these purported mistakes, the two students were to be deported on the Doric, which was heading back to China the following week. In the meantime, they were to be detained aboard the steamer.

			Their valiant sacrifices to save the lives of American citizens during the Boxer Uprising. Their legal right to enter the country. Their verifiable status as students. None of it mattered: they would still be detained; they would still be deported.
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			Lady Liberty Greets European Immigrants
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			Ellen Knauff

			August 14, 1948

			Ellen gazed at the dazzling fantasy that emerged before her, breaking the evenness of the horizon. It looked almost as if a massive spider were extending its leg out of the thick ocean brume, but Ellen was too much of a realist to believe that. For the last ten days, she had been aboard the ironically named USAT Comfort. All she had felt was nausea, and all she had seen in the distance was water and fog. As the ship sailed on, she finally recognized the image before her: it was not a spider’s leg but the Parachute Jump at Coney Island.

			Like thousands of immigrants before her, Ellen had dreamed that the Statue of Liberty would be her first glimpse of the United States, even though her husband, Kurt, had warned her that it would not be. How she wished he were with her now, introducing her to his country, welcoming her home. After all, he was the reason she was coming to America.

			Just then, a band began to play. The Comfort had arrived. All around her, the other war brides aboard the ship started cheering. They had come from across Europe, but they were now arriving in their new homeland. Among them was Rosi Dyer, a short twenty-six-year-old Romanian woman with brown hair and green eyes who had recently married a GI from small-town Texas. There was also Jadwiga Osowicz, who was traveling with her two teenage daughters. And then there were war brides like Katherine Martinoff, who was lucky enough to be traveling with her GI husband by her side.

			The loudspeaker boomed throughout the ship, briefly distracting Ellen from thoughts about Kurt. All war brides were to go to the main cabin, a voice instructed. Feeling seasick and tired, Ellen walked there slowly and joined a long line of women who were waiting for officials to inspect their passports.

			As she waited, Ellen barely noticed the officer entering the cabin, until he began to yell. “I want her,” the man hollered, pointing his finger at a name on the list. He then turned around and looked at the women. “You! You sit over here!” he said, gesturing wildly. None of the war brides felt called upon. “Get a move on! What are you waiting for?” he bellowed again, now pointing directly at Ellen.

			Ellen did as he ordered, but the hollering did not stop. “Where are your documents? I want them,” the inspector yelled. Then, after reviewing them, he asked loudly: “How many husbands have you got?” And, without allowing her time to answer, he shouted: “Two! Two husbands!”

			If this were true, it would have been a huge problem, given that Ellen was trying to enter the United States as the wife of an American GI. But it wasn’t true.

			“May I show you my divorce papers?” Ellen asked politely, realizing the potential source of the confusion.

			“I am not interested. You know what’s wrong with you,” the man roared before adding, “I am sending you to a place where they will look after you.”

			I am sending you to a place where they will look after you. That is what the Nazis had told Jews as they herded them into freight cars—the exact scenario that Ellen, a Jewish Holocaust survivor from Germany, was trying to leave in her past. Those very words were probably what the Nazis had told her parents, she thought. Against her will, Ellen broke down.

			

			—

			The first time Ellen fled—in a move that likely saved her life—she did so for a man, Edgar Boxhorn. But that, of course, was not the whole story.

			The year was 1934, and nineteen-year-old Ellen was in love. Her parents, however, felt differently. Her father was a prosperous clothing manufacturer; Edgar was an insolvent traveling salesman. Both her father and her mother were German; Edgar was Czech. Both her parents were Jewish; Edgar was only part Jewish. Edgar could not be trusted, Ellen’s parents insisted as they tried to prevent her from seeing her handsome suitor.

			Life outside Ellen’s home was even harder. Hitler had only risen to power a year earlier, but for German Jews, everyday life had already changed dramatically. The Nazis had banned Jews from taking jobs as civil servants, lawyers, farmers, or editors, and from studying medicine, dentistry, or pharmacy. They had organized boycotts against Jewish shops and businesses and ordered public burnings of Jewish books. In the industrialized city of Dortmund, where Ellen and her family lived, Nazis had placed billboards on Jewish houses, stores, and synagogues denouncing Jews as vermin.

			And so Ellen made a decision. Without her parents’ blessing, she nonetheless married Edgar and relocated with him to Prague.

			Unfortunately, she soon realized that her parents had been right about her new husband. Edgar preferred spending time in nightclubs to being at home. He had girlfriends in every town to which his business took him. And he had numerous debts. Ellen put up with his behavior until one day, during a fight, he threatened to call Germany’s secret state police, the Gestapo, on her father.

			That was it. At a time when almost no one divorced in Czechoslovakia, Ellen decided that she would. She fled her home with Edgar as if it were ablaze. She had no job, no place to live, and no family in Prague, yet she knew that she could not return to Dortmund. Since her departure, the situation for Jews in Germany had only become direr, in part because the Nuremberg Laws had stripped them of citizenship, designating them instead as “subjects” of the state. And so Ellen remained in Prague and took a job handling English correspondence for a leather business. She found a place to live and friends to call family.

			Back home, the situation continued to deteriorate. On November 9 and 10, 1938, in an episode known euphemistically as Kristallnacht, civilians and Nazi paramilitary storm troopers attacked Jewish people throughout Germany and destroyed their synagogues, businesses, homes, hospitals, cemeteries, and schools. Amid the chaos, the Nazis arrested thirty thousand Jewish men aged sixteen to sixty and sent them to concentration camps. Peter Hans, Ellen’s only sibling, was too young to be taken, but her father, Gustav, was not.

			“Arbeit Macht Frei” (Work Makes You Free) read the sign on the front gate of the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, where the storm troopers took Gustav and six thousand other Jews following Kristallnacht. Escaping was almost impossible. A three-meter-high wall and an electric fence surrounded the camp’s perimeter. Outside that wall, Ellen’s family worried about Gustav, knowing almost nothing about his state; inside it, Gustav and the other imprisoned men were forced to sleep in overcrowded barracks and to toil in SS workshops. They were provided little food and had to wear old, ragged uniforms unsuitable for the bitter cold of that particularly frigid November.

			After several weeks of this torture, the Nazis gave the men’s families a way out: they could pay an exorbitant extortion fee for the release of their loved ones. Gustav and most of the other men were released, but by then the guards at Sachsenhausen had killed 450 prisoners, including 17 from Dortmund.

			The terror soon reached Prague, where Ellen still resided. In March 1939, only four months after Kristallnacht, Germany occupied Czechoslovakia. Ellen did not think twice: it was time to flee again. She got her hands on a visa to enter England and headed there as soon as possible. Within a few weeks of her arrival, she managed to get hired as a cook and housekeeper and began helping the Women’s Voluntary Services. She would remain in England for the rest of the war.

			It was not until May 1946 that Ellen relocated again. This time, she was not fleeing Nazism. By then, Hitler’s Wehrmacht had been defeated. The United States, Britain, France, and the Soviet Union had carved Germany into four zones, each to be administered by a victorious power. To govern its zone, the US Army of Occupation in Germany needed workers, and Ellen decided to apply for one of its jobs. She passed the US Army’s security clearance and was hired to work in its Civil Censorship Division. She was moving back to Germany with one goal: to unearth the truth about what had happened to her family.

			The country to which she returned was nothing like the one she had left. Between one-quarter and one-half of all the houses had been destroyed. Millions of homeless German refugees roamed the streets. Factories were closed. Inflation was rampant and food scarce.

			Ellen could not focus on the misery she saw; she had a mission. During the workday, she performed her job, listening to German telephone calls and reporting any infringement of the military government’s rules and regulations. In her spare time, she searched for her family. It did not take her long to find out what had happened to her loved ones. The Red Cross listed the news, and the Jewish community in Dortmund confirmed it: her parents and her brother had been murdered in an extermination camp near Riga.

			

			—

			
			Like most German Jews, Ellen’s parents had tried to escape after Kristallnacht, but Nazi bureaucratic roadblocks obstructed the ways out of Germany, and other countries’ immigration restrictions made it difficult to enter them.

			In the United States, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had already recognized the plight of German Jews and called for an international conference to discuss how to aid those seeking to flee Germany. In July 1938, delegates from thirty-two nations met in Évian-les-Bains, France, to discuss the issue. In the end, however, most countries—including the United States—refused to admit German refugees, even Jewish ones.

			At the time, the United States did not distinguish between immigrants and refugees, and it severely limited immigration. The Immigration Act of 1924 capped the number of annual immigrants from each country based on the number of foreign-born persons from that country who had resided in the United States in 1890. The quota for those trying to flee Nazi Germany was abysmally low given the need. After March 1938, when Germany annexed Austria, America’s immigration quota for people born in those two countries was 27,370 per year. Yet between 1939 and 1941, more than 300,000 Germans—most of whom were Jewish—asked for immigration visas to enter the United States. The wait time for these refugees was years long—time they didn’t have.

			Attempts to allow more German Jews to immigrate to America beyond the quota system failed in great part because of existing antisemitism. In February 1939, New York Democratic senator Robert Wagner and Massachusetts Republican congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers introduced legislation to admit, outside the quota system, twenty thousand German refugee children who were under the age of fourteen. But polls quickly revealed that most Americans opposed the proposal, and Congress never voted on the bill.

			That May, the transatlantic liner St. Louis sailed from Hamburg, Germany, to Havana, Cuba, with more than nine hundred Jewish passengers. The travelers planned to stay in Havana until their turn came up on the long wait list for US visas. But when the liner arrived in Havana, Cuban officials refused to allow the refugees onto the island. The St. Louis then headed to Florida, with those aboard hoping the United States would take them. But soon after it anchored in Miami, US officials forced it to turn back to Europe with its passengers. An estimated 254 of those people were later murdered in the Holocaust.

			Ellen’s parents, Gustav and Elisabeth, and her nineteen-year-old brother, Peter Hans, were among those who would never find a way out of Germany. They stayed in Dortmund until 1942, when they received the dreaded notice to report to a collection camp. From there, they would be deported by train to a ghetto in Riga, Latvia.

			We are sending you to a place where they will look after you.

			The ghetto had been created in the summer of 1941, when the Nazis had forced Riga’s thirty-three thousand Jews to relocate to a rundown suburb that was big enough for only a third of them. The Jewish population did its best to survive, assembling a small hospital, forming its own police force, and creating a committee to assign jobs. But order was short-lived. On the evening of November 29, SS paramilitaries stormed into the ghetto. They threw children from windows, pushed women down the stairs, and fired indiscriminate shots into crowds. They then marched more than fifteen thousand of the ghetto’s residents toward the Rumbula Forest, where graves had already been dug.

			It took days to kill them all. Under close watch, the victims waited for their turn in the forest’s biting cold as their fellow Jews were massacred. One managed to scrawl a little note: “Don’t forget us—take revenge.”

			Almost a week later, the Nazis returned to repeat their carnage. In total, they murdered between twenty-four and twenty-nine thousand Jews on these two occasions. By December 9, only five thousand people remained in the ghetto, most of them men who held jobs vital to the war effort.

			The inhumanity of this bloodbath did not faze the Nazis, but the resultant scarcity of laborers in the region did. Not long after the massacre, they decided to repopulate the ghetto by bringing in Jews from Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia.

			The first Jews from Western Europe to arrive in Riga were appalled by what they saw. The houses that they were to now inhabit still held the remnants of those who had just been killed. Gertrude Schneider, who was deported from Austria to the Riga ghetto, described finding “food, frozen solid, still on plates, dentures frozen in glasses of water.” It took months to scrub off the many bloodstains that marked the walls, floors, and steps of their new homes.

			The ghetto was still reeling on February 1, 1942, when the last train bringing Jews from Western Europe lurched into the station. It was the one from Dortmund, carrying Gustav, Elisabeth, and Peter Hans.

			Twenty thousand people, all besieged with hunger, diarrhea, frostbite, and swollen feet, now teemed the ghetto. They were only allowed to leave to perform arduous work in the city and its surroundings, such as shoveling snow or unloading goods in the harbor.

			Murder was a regular affair. In the spring of 1942, the Nazis informed a group of detained Jews—primarily comprising those who were elderly, sick, or had young children—that they would be sent to labor in another city’s fish canneries. Many welcomed this news, believing that the canneries might provide access to food and a reprieve from the cold.

			As the Jews boarded the trucks that were supposed to take them to the canneries, an SS soldier asked a boy for his name and age. “Rudy Nadel, drei Jahre, ledig, und gesund!” (Rudy Nadel, three years old, single, and healthy!) responded the kid gleefully. The SS soldier could not help but laugh and gave the boy a piece of candy. He then urged him and his father to get back in line so that they would not miss their truck.

			When the trucks returned to the ghetto a few days later, the Nazis ordered a group of Jewish women to unload their contents. The trucks contained clothes, baby bottles, toys, photographs, and eyeglasses. The women immediately recognized what they were unpacking: the belongings of their family members and friends who had surely been murdered. The stories they had heard about the Latvian Jews were now happening to them.

			There are no records of how Gustav died, but as the Red Cross had informed Ellen, he was killed in Riga. Contrary to what the Red Cross had reported, however, her mother and younger brother were murdered in another camp.

			On July 23, 1944, the Soviet Army pushed past German forces and entered Lublin, Poland. There, they came upon the Majdanek extermination camp. The camp’s staff had fled Majdanek in haste, without taking time to dismantle incriminating evidence. Virtually all of its horrors remained intact: gas chambers, a warehouse packed with shoes, ovens with half-cremated bodies. War correspondents swiftly descended on the camp to document and publicize German atrocities through interviews with some of the five thousand individuals the Nazis had incarcerated but left behind.

			After that, SS commander Heinrich Himmler resolved to prevent the Nazis from being exposed again. He ordered the evacuation of all concentration camps and subcamps within the Soviet Army’s reach. Those in captivity were to be moved to camps within the interior of the Reich. On August 9, 1944, the Nazis transferred Elisabeth to the Stutthof concentration and extermination camp near Danzig and on October 1 sent Peter Hans there as well. Twelve days later, the Soviet Army liberated Riga.

			A rotten smell greeted Peter Hans when he arrived at Stutthof. It wafted from the gas chamber and crematorium used to massacre those who were too sick or weak to work. Nazi soldiers regularly told their victims that the gas chambers were showers and ordered them to disrobe before entering. Once the prisoners were inside, the soldiers locked the doors and released the lethal gas.

			It is likely that this is how Peter Hans was killed. As with Gustav, no records remain that disclose how he or Elisabeth died. But we know that Peter Hans did not make it past his second week in Stutthof.

			As for Elisabeth, her records indicate that she perished in the camp on December 30, 1944, probably having succumbed to the typhoid epidemic rampant in the camp that winter. A Stutthof survivor recalled: “The girls fell ill and lay in their filth, no longer able to get up. We relieved ourselves in the bowls from which we ate, and we threw the excrement out of the window. When a hand trembled and the girl did not have the strength to turn the bowl outside, the excrement spilled onto the heads of others.”

			Ellen might not have known the details of her family members’ deaths, but what she knew was more than enough. Germany, a country she would forever associate with the horrors of the Holocaust, was not a place where she could settle permanently.

			

			—

			Ellen met Kurt Knauff at a party shortly after returning to Germany. He, like Ellen, worked for the US Army of Occupation in Germany. And, like Ellen, he was a native German who had opposed the Nazis. Kurt had migrated to the United States in 1929. After the war broke out, he naturalized as a US citizen, enlisted in the US Army, and fought against his country of birth. He had been awarded all sorts of ribbons and medals for his service, but he never placed them on his uniform, which he still wore regularly. In truth, he did not need to sport his honors: the small scar on his chin already conjured images of courageous heroism.

			Ellen was not the only woman who found Kurt mesmerizing. Admirers competed for his favor and clung to his every word. When Ellen first met him, he was going on regular dates with a woman named Eve and, on occasion, with other women as well. No one faulted him for it, as the onus of sexual respectability fell on women. Indeed, the US Army and the domestic press regularly accused fräulein (single German women) of being promiscuous in the hopes of seducing American GIs who might take them to the United States.

			Knowing about Kurt’s entanglements, Ellen did not expect much when she first started dating this particularly handsome GI. But they had a special connection. They loved the same music, and both were interested in photography. The two enjoyed hunting and fishing: Kurt had taught Ellen how to cast, and she had reeled in an eight-pound pike on her very first throw. Noting that she was a natural, Kurt gifted her a large tackle box, identical to his. Ellen distinguished the two boxes by marking them as HIS and HERS with nail polish.

			To the ire of other women, it was clear that they belonged together.

			The war had taught the lovers not to waste time, but they could not marry in haste: the Army of Occupation, for which they both worked, required them to get security clearance before they could marry. It was a long process, but each complication only made them more resolved to tie the knot. On February 28, 1948, they finally did.

			Even though the newlyweds lived in Germany, Kurt wanted to eventually return to the United States. If Ellen wished to follow—and she did—it was best that she head to America immediately. In 1945, Congress had passed the War Brides Act, which allowed foreign spouses of GIs who had fought in the Second World War to be admitted to the United States without needing to go through the onerous visa process. But the act was set to expire imminently, in December 1948. Before it did, the couple decided Ellen would go to the United States, become a US citizen, and then return to Germany to be with Kurt until they could permanently relocate to America.

			And so it was that Ellen opted to migrate once again for a man. The last time she had done so, she had lost her parents and Peter Hans forever. This time, it would be different. This time, she was moving away from the country that had killed her family and going to the country that had come to represent democracy. And she was doing so for the only person alive whom she could now call family.

			It was with these thoughts in mind that Ellen embarked aboard the USAT Comfort.
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			Cubans Are Welcome
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			Gerardo Mansur

			Spring 1979

			
			Gerardo Mansur observed Rafael carefully. Once a gangly boy who would lose every time he played marbles, the man who now stood before him flashed swanky clothes and talked with confidence. And although Gerardo had trouble focusing on his old friend’s monologue, it was easy to catch the gist of what he was saying. “In America, there is freedom. . . . No one is watching you, and you can say and do whatever you want without risking prison for it.”

			Gerardo, who had never left his home country, knew Cuba’s prisons firsthand. While completing his military service, he’d refused a sergeant’s order, and the officer had retaliated by canceling his leave, which had led Gerardo to protest by setting a mattress on fire. Nine years had passed since then, but Gerardo still blamed Fidel Castro’s regime, rather than his act of vandalism, for his imprisonment.

			It wasn’t just prison. Castro’s government expected everyone to join the Committees for the Defense of the Revolution (CDRs), which consisted of state-affiliated associations that existed on each block in Cuba and acted as the “eyes and ears of the Revolution.” Members of the CDRs were always on the lookout, ready to report “suspicious” or “criminal” behavior, like having unknown visitors, buying red meat, or dressing unconventionally.

			To Castro, such surveillance seemed indispensable: it was the middle of the Cold War, the US surely had spies secreted all over the island, and Cuban citizens needed to remain loyal to the spirit of the Revolution. But like many in Cuba, Gerardo begrudged neighbors watching his every move. As he recalled years later, “They kept an eye on you. It was constant. They checked what you carried in and out, at what time you were coming back, at what time you were leaving, what you were doing.” The CDRs made him feel as if he lived in a panopticon, where people’s behavior was shaped by the knowledge that they were regularly monitored. Like Gerardo, all those who did not fully support the Revolution and its ideals lived in fear that they would be accused by the CDRs and arrested.

			His friend carried on: “In America, if you work, you become rich. . . . I own two cars and a big house with all the comforts . . . a washing machine.”

			Rafael was one of the hundred thousand Cuban exiles who descended on the island in 1979 to visit friends and family after the Cuban government suddenly began allowing émigrés who had fled the country to return. The visitors wore fashionable clothes and carried suitcases bulging with books, records, televisions, and stereos to gift to their relatives. They stayed in posh hotels and drank alcohol at fancy bars, such as El Floridita, where Ernest Hemingway had once sipped frozen daiquiris. These were luxuries few islanders could enjoy.

			Gerardo had heard about the wonders of America since he was a child. In 1960, Castro’s government passed an urban reform law to address Cuba’s housing inequalities that stripped landlords of their rental properties. Cubans were only permitted to retain possession of their places of residence. Before that law came into being, Gerardo’s grandparents and primary caretakers had been well-to-do real estate investors who took great pride in their elegant portfolios. Afterward, they whispered to Gerardo of a magical place where the limitless horizon glistened with skyscrapers. If Gerardo ever had a chance, they told him, he must flee across the Florida Straits. He must go to America.

			Gerardo had yearned to migrate since those early days, and his desire to do so had only increased over the years. By then, his father and grandparents had already died, and he had divorced. Only his children would miss him if he left—Gerardo knew that his ex-wife would never allow their kids to migrate with him. But imagine if he could provide them with all the worldly goods America had to offer. He envisioned himself in Rafael’s position, his arms heavy with presents, his pockets brimming with dollars.

			In his longing to live the American dream, Gerardo resembled thousands of others throughout Latin America and the Caribbean who desperately wanted to migrate. There was an important difference, however. Mexicans, Dominicans, Central Americans, and others had difficulty migrating because the US government would not allow them entry. But the United States welcomed Cubans, holding them up as symbols of the failures of Castro’s regime. The Cuban government, however, did not allow its citizens to leave the
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