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1.	Introduction	

Decades	of	Cuban	migration	to	the	United	States	shaped	my	family.		From	early	on,	I	

was	aware	of	my	heritage	and	its	roots	in	loss	and	rebuilding.		Each	of	my	grandparents	

and	my	father	came	from	Cuba	at	different	stages	in	Cuban-U.S.	relations.		I	have	committed	

many	hours	of	study	during	my	undergraduate	career	to	literature	surrounding	these	

migrations.	Operation	Pedro	Pan,	the	migration	of	14,000	unaccompanied	minors	from	

Cuba	to	the	United	States,	became	of	particular	interest	to	me	because	my	grandfather	

came	to	the	United	States	as	a	“Pedro	Pan.”		Further,	I	was	drawn	to	it	because	despite	its	

extraordinary	nature,	being	comprised	entirely	of	unaccompanied	minors,	this	migration	

has	received	relatively	little	public	attention.		Additionally,	the	origin	of	this	massive	

exodus	is	still	unclear	after	nearly	sixty	years.		For	these	reasons,	I	chose	to	look	deeper	

into	Operation	Pedro	Pan’s	representation	in	history	and	how	children	of	the	migration	

have	narrated	their	stories	throughout	the	years,	my	grandfather	included.			

I	grew	up	hearing	a	very	limited	story	of	these	children.		My	knowledge	was	based	

solely	on	my	grandfather’s	anecdotes.		He	left	Cuba	in	1962,	at	the	tail	end	of	the	migration.		

His	parents	decided	he	was	better	off	alone	in	the	U.S.,	than	in	communist	Cuba.		On	several	

occasions,	my	grandfather	was	followed	by	the	neighborhood	police;	once	even	stopped	at	

gunpoint,	and	accused	of	transporting	weapons.		My	grandfather	had	absolutely	nothing	to	

do	with	the	underground	resistance.		He	was	just	a	fifteen	year	old	kid,	and	this	was	a	

classic	example	of	the	excessive	power	of	the	Cuban	government.		With	this	in	mind,	and	

the	fact	that	the	United	States	was	promising	to	save	these	children	from	communism	and	

educate	them	in	democracy,	my	great-grandparents	felt	that	there	was	only	one	option	for	

their	son.		My	grandfather	arrived	in	Miami,	and	was	then	flown	to	New	Jersey	where	he	
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had	a	distant	family	member	that	agreed	to	take	him	in.		He	quickly	came	to	realize	that	this	

promise	of	education,	was	not	one	that	the	U.S.	could	keep	for	all	these	young	refugees.		My	

grandfather	would	never	be	able	to	go	back	to	school,	at	age	sixteen,	he	was	to	begin	

earning	wages	and	attain	as	much	success	as	he	possibly	could.		Like	many	other	

immigrants,	he	was	propelled	by	another	U.S.	promise	–	The	American	Dream.		

Though	my	grandfather’s	story	provided	details	of	his	life	in	the	U.S.,	it	did	not	answer	

many	of	my	questions	regarding	Operation	Pedro	Pan	and	the	intricacies	of	life	in	Cuba	at	

the	time.		Through	my	research,	it	became	evident	that	a	significant	amount	of	Pedro	Pan	

narratives	were	written	relatively	soon	after	the	Elián	González	incident	and	as	a	response	

to	it.		As	per	Maria	de	los	Angeles	Torres,	“the	dramatic	arrival	of	Elián	would	reopen	the	

wounds	of	perhaps	one	of	the	most	dramatic	events	in	post-revolutionary	Cuba”	(Torres	1).		

This	incident	broke	the	silence	that	had	surrounded	this	exodus	for	decades	because	of	the	

fact	that	he	was	a	young	boy	stuck	in	a	“custody	battle”	between	the	U.S.	and	Cuba.		This	

brought	back	many	memories	of	the	14,000	unaccompanied	children	that	arrived	in	the	

1960s.		

The	Elián	case	raised	parallel	questions	that	were	relevant	during	the	time	of	the	

Operation	–	whether	staying	in	Cuba	with	family	was	better	for	the	child	than	staying	in	the	

U.S.	where	he	would	be	offered	an	education	beyond	the	communist	education	system	and	

economy.		Many	people	within	the	Cuban-American	community	saw	the	Elián	situation	in	

very	similar	terms	to	the	Pedro	Pans	and,	thus	made	the	case	in	very	similar	terms.		To	

them,		it	was	better	for	Elián	to	leave	his	only	nuclear	family	behind	in	order	to	enjoy	the	

opportunities	that	could	be	afforded	in	the	U.S.	realm	of	education	and	economy.			
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In	addition	to	the	time	that	these	texts	were	written,	some	revolve	around	a	generally	

pro-U.S.	narrative,	with	the	exception	of	The	Lost	Apple	written	by	Torres	and	Carlos	Eire’s	

Waiting	for	Snow	in	Havana,	which	give	a	more	nuanced	historically	based	narrative.		The	

predominantly	pro-U.S.	texts	tend	to	illustrate	the	propaganda	promulgated	by	the	United	

States	and	the	Catholic	Church,	as	the	entities	that	created	the	Operation.		A	product	of	this	

propaganda	is	The	Lost	Apple	documentary	which	came	to	be	in	an	effort	to	shed	light	on	

the	U.S.’s	involvement	in	the	Operation.		The	exploitative	documentary	is	filmed	in	1961	by	

David	Susskind	at	one	of	the	refugee	camps	and	attempts	to	chronicle	what	life	was	like	as	

a	Pedro	Pan.		

	

2.	Two	Dominant	Narratives	Explained	–	The	Lost	Apple:	Operation	Pedro	Pan	Cuban	

Children	in	the	U.S.	and	the	Promise	of	a	Better	Future		

While	most	of	the	accounts	that	I	have	encountered	take	a	pro-U.S.	stance	(and	

fewer	a	pro-Cuba	stance),	Maria	de	los	Angeles	Torres’	The	Lost	Apple:	Operation	Pedro	Pan,	

Cuban	Children	in	the	U.S.	and	the	Promise	of	a	Better	Future	provides	a	nuanced	account	

that	examines	U.S.	and	Cuban	actions	and	assertions,	and	has	therefore,	been	particularly	

useful	to	me	in	analyzing	other	accounts	of	the	migration.		Like	the	other	accounts,		The	

Lost	Apple:	Operation	Pedro	Pan,	Cuban	Children	in	the	U.S.	and	the	Promise	of	a	Better	

Future,	is	written	by	a	Pedro	Pan,	and	is	an	autobiographical	account;	however,	it	is	also	a	

scholarly	historical	study	of	the	migration	that	places	her	family’s	experience	in	a	larger	

historical	context.		Torres	compiles	interviews	of	those	involved	in	the	Operation	both	in	

Cuba	and	the	United	States,	as	well	as	archival	sources	such	as	government	cables	in	

Presidential	libraries	and	the	Central	Intelligence	Agency,	in	an	attempt	to	create	a	more	
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complete	and	objective	narrative	of	the	exodus.		Like	me,	Torres	was	seeking	a	better	

understanding	of	the	migration	because	she	spent	many	years	criticizing	her	parents	for	

their	decision	to	send	her	to	the	United	States	alone,	as	well	as	for	their	strict	opposition	to	

the	Castro	government.	From	this	research	she	identified	two	dominant,	and	conflicting,	

narratives	that	were	both	flawed–	the	“anti-Castro”	U.S.	narrative	and	the	“pro-Castro”	

Cuban	narrative.		The	objectivity	that	Torres	exhibits	in	her	writing	provides	me	with	the	

proper	base	of	comparison	throughout	my	thesis.		I	am	able	to	use	Torres’	analysis	as	a	

basis	for	examining	the	narratives	of	my	grandfather,	and	also	other	Pedro	Pan	authors.		

Torres	exposes	the	gap	between	the	official	United	States’	account	of	the	migration	

and	what	the	children	actually	experienced.		The	United	States	had	an	“anti-Castro”	

narrative	from	the	get-go,	not	only	because	U.S.	leaders	were	worried	for	the	well-being	of	

the	children,	but	also	because	they	had	a	lot	to	lose,	in	the	sphere	of	foreign	relations	since	

Cuba	was	important	during	the	Cold	War.		As	Torres	reiterates	throughout	her	accounts,	

“the	U.S.	government	and	the	social	service	agencies	caring	for	the	children	appear	to	have	

been	more	interested	in	the	ideological	battle	against	communism	than	in	the	children’s	

welfare”	(Torres	182).		According	to	Torres,	“the	struggle	over	control	of	education	and	

knowledge	took	on	a	certain	urgency,	for	these	were	the	vehicles	for	reconstructing	an	

entire	society”	(Torres	40).		Both	the	U.S.	and	Cuba	sought	to	control	the	education	of	the	

youth	for	the	sake	of	the	future	of	the	country.		These	young	children	would	be	future	

leaders,	thus	molding	their	minds	would	be	extremely	influential.		It	was	more	important	

for	both	nations	to	control	the	minds	of	the	children	than	to	keep	the	children	safe	and	

educate	them.		I	expected	this	from	a	communist	state,	but	I	was	disappointed	when	I	

learned	this	of		the	democratic	United	States	of	America.		
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Torres	addresses	how	Cuba	and	the	United	States	attempted	to	control	the	narrative	

of	these	exiles.		The	predominant	Cuban	narrative,	which	was	grounded	in	anti-United	

States	ideals,	presented	the	exodus	as	“a	CIA	plot	to	rob	the	nation	of	its	future”	(Torres	2).		

The	1959	Revolution	was	rooted	in	a	resistance	to	the	Batista	regime,	which	tortured	and	

killed	many	civilians.		The	revolutionaries	were	supported	by	a	majority	of	the	island	until	

they	took	official	power.		The	revolutionary	government	had	“plans	to	create	the	‘New	

Man,’	a	prototype	of	a	socialist	society,”	and	this	involved	control	of	the	young	minds	–	

educating	the	children	of	the	island	(Torres	3).		The	island	would	soon	come	to	realize	that	

Castro	and	his	followers	were	no	better	than	Batista.		The	new	Comandanté	closed	down	

private	schools,	hosted	public	shootings	of	innocent	people,	and	expelled	religion	from	the	

island.		

To	explore	the	role	of	the	Cuban	government	in	the	Operation,	Torres	sought	to	

establish	a	research	project	on	the	island,	which	included	retrieving	information	on	the	

Cuban	side	of	the	Operation	by	way	of	databases	and	interviews.		Because	of	the	lack	of	a	

freedom	of	information	act,	as	well	as	the	evident	political	atmosphere	on	the	island,	this	

project	was	shot	down.		Due	to	this,	the	majority		of	her	research	was	done	using	U.S.	

sources	and	presents	a	much	more	extensive	critique	of	the	U.S.	actions	and	narrative	of	

the	event	than	it	does	of	Cuban	policy	and	narratives	of	the	event.	

	 Torres	begins	exploring	the	United	States’	narrative	of	the	Operation.		In	the	

prologue,	Torres	states,	“for	the	United	States,	the	children	became	cannon	fodder	for	the	

ideological	battles	of	the	Cold	War”	(Torres	3).		The	children	were	seen	as	the	manner	in	

which	the	U.S.	could	win	the	Cold	War.		If	they	could	gain	control	of	the	minds	of	children	

before	the	Communists	poisoned	them	with	their	ideology,	the	U.S.	would	succeed	in	



 

Tirse	7	

spreading	democratic	values.		While	the	children	were	political	pawns	for	the	U.S.	

government,	they	were	functioned	also	as	an	important	source	of	funding	for	the	Catholic	

Church.		Thus,	neither	the	U.S.	government	nor	the	Church	made	the	speedy	reunification	of	

parents	and	children	a	priority	(Torres	142).	

United	States	and	Catholic	Church	officials,	which	were	in	charge	of	the	Operation	

on	the	U.S.	front,	discussed	the	multifaceted	purpose	of	the	Operation	–	as	a		ploy	to	gain	

government	intel,	and	or	as	a	means	of	propaganda	for	the	U.S.		They	concluded	on	creating	

Operation	Mongoose,	which	included	propaganda	and	would	make	up	for	the	failed	Bay	of	

Pigs	–	the	invasion	of	more	than	one-thousand	Cuban	exiles	in	an	attempt	to	overthrow	the	

Castro	regime,	which	failed	due	largely	in	part	by	miscommunication.		This	was	when	

David	Susskind	was	commissioned	to	produce	the	propagandistic	film	by	the	same	title	as	

Torres’	book,	The	Lost	Apple.		This	documentary	provides	evidence	for	Torres’	pro-U.S.	

narrative	because	of	the	manner	in	which	it	solely	mentions	the	positive	attributes	that	the	

United	States	contributes	in	the	Operation.		

Torres	is	critical	of	the	role	that	the	U.S.	took	in	circulating	information	to	the	media	

that	would	support	their	perspective	and	their	involvement	in	this	clandestine	project.		In	

fact,	she	emphasizes	the	irony	of	United	States	policy	in	regard	to	the	custody	of	the	Cuban	

children.		The	Cuban	families	were	fearful	of	the	Cuban	government	gaining	patria	

potestad,	or	parental	rights,	to	educate	their	children,	so	they	sent	them	to	the	U.S.	for	

freedom,	but	once	in	the	U.S.	the	government	basically	gained	custody	of	the	children.		The	

fact	of	the	matter	was	that	the	United	States	initially	“assumed	the	right	to	make	decisions	

for	the	children”	(Torres	151).		Additionally,	the	United	States	government	promulgated	

that	the	Cuban	government	was	going	to	take	custody	of	their	children	at	a	much	quicker	



 

Tirse	8	

pace	than	they	could	have	possibly	known.		The	CIA	purposefully	did	so	in	order	to	further	

instill	fear	in	the	Cuban	parents,	and	allow	them	to	turn	over	their	children.		In	any	case,	

decisions	were	made	for	the	children	by	people	who	were	not	their	parents.		After	the	

Cuban	parents	made	the	difficult	choice	to	send	their	children,	they	gave	up	the	right	to	

govern	them.		Had	they	stayed	in	Cuba,	they	could	have	kept	custody	of	their	children;	

however,	these	parents	did	not	favor	gambling	with	the	communist	regime	as	this	could	

produce	even	a	slight	chance	that	their	children	could	be	indoctrinated.		

Further,	the	Cuban	families	were	under	the	impression	that	along	with	the	chance	to	

come	to	America	and	be	free	of	any	communist	influence,	their	children	were	going	to	

receive	becas,	or	scholarships,	to	further	their	educations	while	on	their	temporary	stay	in	

the	States.		This,	however,	was	not	the	case.	In	fact,	many	were	placed	in	camps	that	had	

originally	been	military	bases	such	as	the	camp	in	Opalocka,	Florida.		Torres	notes	that	they	

retained	their	military	feel,	writing	“despite	attempts	to	make	it	a	welcoming	place,	the	

facilities	were	stark	and	conducive	to	being	run	as	they	had	been	–	a	military	barracks”	

(Torres	156).		The	irony	in	this	is	that	many	of	these	parents	sent	their	children	away	for	

fear	of	having	them	sent	to	“military	training”	in	Cuba,	and	here	they	were	in	the	United	

States,	living	in	a	military	camp.		While	the	U.S.	was	not	going	to	brainwash	them	with	

communist	ideals,	this	control	that	the	U.S.	had	over	the	Cuban	children	is	just	one	more	

contradiction	that	Torres	makes	evident.		In	addition	to	these	forms	of	control,	there	was	

another:	many	of	the	foster	homes	and	orphanages	that	children	were	shipped	to	all	over	

the	country,	would	censor	the	mail	received	and	sent	out	from	the	home.		

Most	importantly,	Pedro	Pans	were	subject	to	physical	and	sexual	abuse	in	their	

foster	homes	and	other	living	arrangements.		Cuban	parents	had	been	afraid	of	their	
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children	being	assaulted	in	the	labor	camps	and	brigades	in	Cuba,	and	hoped	that	the	U.S.	

would	provide	them	with	freedom	from	such	dangers.		Ironically,	the	land	where	they	

sought	freedom,	also	brought	them	the	trauma	of	abuse	at	times.		

Torres	criticizes	the	fact	that	“administrators	of	programs	continued	to	project	it	as	

a	success”	despite	all	these	mishaps	(Torres	177).		It	seemed	as	though	the	leaders	of	the	

programs	were	much	more	concerned	with	the	public	image	of	the	program	than	the	

wellbeing	of	the	children.		Their	inflated	statements	being	sent	out	to	the	press,	and	thus,	to	

the	world	provided	a	façade	for	the	Pedro	Pan	Operation.		Torres	sums	up	the	U.S.	account	

stating,	“this	would	be	the	official	spin	on	the	Pedro	Pan	children:	they	were	saved	from	

communism,	well-adjusted,	and	grateful	to	be	in	the	United	States”	(Torres	179).		This	

propagandistic	narrative	caused	me	to	refer	to	the	Operation	as	a	“fairytale.”		

Even	at	the	conclusion	of	her	years	of	research,	Torres	still	found	that	there	are	

inconsistencies	in	tracing	the	exact	chronology	of	events	regarding	Operation	Pedro	Pan.	

First	and	foremost,	there	are	many	versions	of	the	story	of	how	the	program	began.		These	

competing	accounts	of	what	happened	are	summed	up	by	several	questions.		Was	it	the	

American	Chamber	of	Commerce	that	reached	out	to	Father	Walsh	or	was	it	a	boy	name	

Pedro	Menendez?		Did	the	program	officially	begin	December	26,	1960,	or	earlier	when	

children	on	Jim	Baker’s	list	made	it	to	Miami	with	tourist	visas?		These	uncertainties	are	

due	in	part	by	the	manner	in	which	the	CIA	kept	record	of	its	information.		There	were	

codes	and	tricks	that	the	CIA	used	to	make	attaining	full	information	practically	impossible,	

even	for	the	head	of	the	State	Department.		Though	there	remain	these	uncertainties,	

Torres	provides	clear	information	about	the	ironies	that	characterize	the	pro-U.S.	narrative	

that	inform	many	of	these	post-Elián	texts.		
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3.	Predominant	U.S.	Narratives	–	The	Red	Umbrella	and	The	Lost	Apple	Documentary		

	 	Christina	Diaz	Gonzalez’s	young	adult	novel,	The	Red	Umbrella,	published	in	2011,	

utilizes	fictitious	characters	to	narrate	the	story	of	Lucia	and	Frankie,	siblings	sent	by	their	

parents	from	Havana	to	the	United	States	not	long	after	the	Revolution.		Gonzalez	strives	to	

make	her	novel	historically	accurate.		The	Red	Umbrella	does	this	through	its	use	of	U.S.	

newspaper	headlines	as	chapter	titles,	and	through	the	plot	of	the	novel	which	reproduces	

the	typical	pro-United	States,	anti-Castro	narrative.		Gonzalez’s	novel	is	a	modern	day	

articulation	of	the	narrative	told	in	The	Lost	Apple	documentary.		

Despite	its	use	of	real	U.S.	newspaper	headlines	and	that	it	was	written	over	forty	

years	after	the	Operation,	The	Red	Umbrella	is	an	iteration	of	the	dominant	narrative	that	

Maria	de	los	Angeles	Torres	examines	with	significant	modifications.		This	particular	story	

is	based	on	the	experiences	of	Gonzalez’s	parents	who	migrated	as	part	of	the	Operation	

Pedro	Pan	movement	as	children.		However,	Gonzalez	felt	compelled	to	share	their	

experiences	with	a	broader	audience.		The	inclusion	of	newspaper	headlines	bridges	the	

external	world	of	history	with	the	fictional	world	that	Gonzalez	creates.			

	 The	story	primarily	follows	the	trials	and	tribulations	of	a	14-year	old	girl,	Lucía	

Alvarez,	as	she	encounters	the	Cuban	Revolution,	and	her	subsequent	exodus	through	the	

Operation	Pedro	Pan	movement.		In	1961,	Lucía	and	her	family	are	getting	by,	two	years	

after	the	Revolution.		The	Alvarez’s,	a	middle	class	family	of	four,	are	greatly	impacted	by	

this	abrupt	change	in	power.		The	children’s	school,	and	many	other	local	establishments,	

have	been	closed	by	the	government,	and	soldiers	begin	to	infiltrate	their	quiet	town.		

Everyone	around	them	becomes	involved	in	the	Revolution,	even	Lucía’s	best	friend	Ivette,	

joins	the	Jovenes	Rebeldes	or	Youth	Brigades,	and	resorts	to	calling	Lucía	and	her	family	
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gusanos	–	a	derogatory	label	for	people	who	opposed	the	Revolution.		Her	uncle	also	a	pro-

Revolutionary,	attempts	to	get	Lucía’s	father,	his	brother,	involved	in	the	dealings	of	the	

new	government.		Lucía’s	father’s	immediate	refusal	indicates	the	rifts	created	by	the	new	

government,	not	just	among	strangers,	but	even	family.		Their	quiet	town	becomes	home	to	

many	revolutionaries.	Officers	begin	surveilling	their	streets	as	Lucía	sees,	“a	police	car	

drove	by	slowly…	watching”	on	her	walk	home	(Gonzalez	54).		One	evening,	Lucía	

witnesses	the	owner	of	her	local	pharmacy	hung	on	an	oak	tree	at	the	local	park.		Though	

they	fear	that	not	being	a	part	of	the	Revolution	will	cause	negative	repercussions,	Lucia’s	

parents	do	not	allow	her	to	join	the	Committee	for	the	Defense	of	the	Revolution	or	the	

Youth	Brigades.			

Not	long	after	these	occurrences,	the	Alvarez’s	began	fearing	that	this	shift	in	power	

would	affect	Lucía	and	Frankie	more	than	anyone	else.		Lucia’s	father	lets	his	wife	know	

that	a	military	captain	who	visited	him	at	work,	“insinuated	that	if	I	couldn’t	teach	my	

children	to	be	good	revolutionaries,	then	maybe	the	government	should	take	on	that	

responsibility”	(Gonzalez	60).		This	idea	of	patria	potestad	had	been	circulating	since	the	

inception	of	the	Revolution.		The	Alvarez’s	feared	that	they	could	lose	custody	of	their	

children	if	they	did	not	cooperate	with	certain	aspects	of	the	Revolution.		After	realizing	the	

gravity	of	the	situation,	and	in	an	attempt	to	conform	to	society	and	try	to	continue	living	in	

Cuba	without	causing	too	much	unrest,	Lucía’s	mother	allows	her	to	attend	a	dance	held	by	

the	Youth	Brigades.		Lucía	takes	the	time	to	pick	out	her	dress	and	jewelry	in	advance,	as	

she	is	extremely	excited	to	be	able	to	share	the	evening	with	her	crush,	Miguel.		

While	at	the	dance,	this	same	crush	tries	to	sexually	assault	Lucía.		As	she	resists	his	

sexual	advances,	he	calls	her	a	gusana.		The	use	of	this	derogatory	word	shows	how	Miguel	
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was	not	only	insincere	in	his	initial	affection	for	Lucía,	but	also	in	his	politics.		The	way	he	

treats	Lucía	points	out	the	dangerous	and	insincere	nature	of	the	revolutionary	project	as	a	

whole.		This	is	one	of	the	many	fears	that	the	Cuban	parents	lived	with.		Families	were	

afraid	to	send	their	daughters	to	teach	literacy	in	the	country-side	because	they	feared	that	

they	would	be	sexually	violated	or	sexually	active.		Eventually,	Lucía	also	finds	out	that	

Ivette	is	raped	while	working	on	a	Brigade.		This	is	not	just	a	description	of	something	that	

was	occurring	to	young	women	at	the	time,	but	it	also	adds	to	Gonzalez’s	negative	

representation	of	the	changes	that	came	with	the	Revolution.			

Once	Lucia’s	father,	Fernando’s	boss	is	arrested,	the	Alvarez	family’s	luck	of	staying	

unnoticed	ended.		Lucia’s	uncle	turns	her	father	into	the	soldiers	for	having	hidden	his	

possessions	in	his	home	after	the	Revolutionary	government	had	specifically	made	every	

citizen	turn	in	their	material	possessions.		Once	the	soldiers	raided	the	Alvarez	home,	

Mamá	and	Papá	realized	it	was	time	to	remove	their	children	from	the	situation	that	only	

seemed	to	be	getting	worse.		Like	many	other	Pedro	Pans,	from	one	night	to	the	next,	Lucía	

and	Frankie	were	forced	to	pack	only	a	few	essentials,	and	sent	forth	to	live	a	life	of	

freedom	in	the	United	States	while	the	situation	in	Cuba	bettered	itself.			

Once	in	the	States,	the	Alvarez	siblings	seem	to	have	their	needs	met	by	the	

promises	made	by	the	U.S.		Lucía	and	Frankie	are	separated	and	sent	to	different	camps	

where	they	stay	until	they	are	able	to	receive	placement	in	a	home.		At	the	camps,	neither	

child	feels	in	danger,	all	that	they	desire	is	to	be	together	as	siblings,	but	their	different	

genders	result	in	them	having	to	stay	apart.		Thankfully,	a	family	connection	in	the	camp	is	

able	to	get	Lucía	and	Frankie	a	more	permanent	placement.		



 

Tirse	13	

The	positive	attributes	given	to	the	United	States	throughout	the	novel	illustrate	the	

strong	pro-U.S.	narrative	that	Gonzalez	disseminates.		Lucía	and	Frankie	find	themselves	in	

Nebraska	where	the	weather	is	quite	the	opposite	of	their	tropical	island,	and	no	one	

speaks	their	language.		The	family	that	takes	them	in	is	well-meaning	and	caring	toward	the	

children.		They	are	each	enrolled	in	school,	and	begin	attending	community	events	with	

their	foster	family.		There	is	no	trace	of	the	potentially	dangerous	situations	that	some	of	

the	Pedro	Pans	experienced.	Gonzalez	solely	provides	a	positive	narrative.		

	 The	chapter	titles	show	a	progression	from	the	Revolution	to	its	aftermath	and	

Operation	Pedro	Pan.		Gonzalez	deliberately	selects	headlines	that	show	a	pro-U.S.	

narrative,	and	focus	on	anti-Castro	dialogue.		Like	Torres	examines	in	her	studies,	the	

United	States	was	responsible	for	promoting	many	of	these	stories	to	the	media.		This	is	not	

to	discredit	these	stories,	but	Torres	points	out	that	much	of	the	media	of	the	time	was	only	

informed	of	the	U.S.	version,	and	not	so	much	on	what	was	truly	going	on	in	Cuba.	Chapter	

one	begins	with	a	New	York	Times	headline,	“Castro	Rules	out	Elections	in	Cuba”	(Gonzalez	

1).		This	headline	sets	the	tone	for	the	entire	novel,	from	here	on	out	it	is	clear	that	Castro	

was	the	totalitarian	power	that	the	United	States	was	saving	children	from.	Chapter	

seventeen’s	title,	“Castro	Adopts	Brainwashing,”	published	by	the	Nevada	State	Journal	in	

1961,	proves	Torres’	notion	that	the	U.S.	was	jumping	to	conclusions	early	on	in	the	

Operation.		Since	Castro	was	“brainwashing	children,”	the	logical	solution	would	be	to	get	

the	children	out	of	the	situation	(Gonzalez	128).		This	chapter	title	highlights	the	ill-

intentions	of	Cuba,	meanwhile	the	United	States	also	wanted	to	“brainwash”	the	children	

once	they	got	to	the	U.S.		While	they	were	not	going	to	indoctrinate	them	with	communist	

ideals,	the	U.S.	was	planning	on	molding	their	minds	in	their	favor.			



 

Tirse	14	

To	show	how	the	Revolutionary	government	in	Cuba	took	over	schools,	as	Torres	

mentions	in	her	account,	Gonzalez	begins	chapter	eighteen	with,	“School	Law	Approved;	

Cuba	Takes	Over	School	Facilities.”		In	the	novel,	Lucía	and	Frankie’s	schools	are	closed.		

She	uses	this	headline	to	foreshadow	the	happenings	in	the	plot	of	this	chapter.		Gonzalez	

illustrates	the	fear	of	most	Cuban	parents	in	chapter	twenty-nine	with	the	headline,	“Cuba’s	

Youth	Receive	Hurried	Red	Training;	Mystery	Man	Heads	‘Art’	Schools	Which	Teach	Marx-

Lenin	Theory,	Hatred	of	U.S.”		Parents	feared	that	they	would	lose	custody	of	their	children	

and	they	would	be	sent	to	the	country-side	to	become	militants	for	the	communist	

government.		This	headline	from	the	Los	Angeles	Times	exacerbates	this	fear	to	a	U.S.	

audience.		

As	a	result	of	the	manner	in	which	Gonzalez	structures	her	novel,	there	is	an	evident	

link	between	The	Red	Umbrella,	and	the	U.S.	funded	propaganda	documentary,	The	Lost	

Apple.		This	is	not	to	say	that	Gonzalez	was	attempting	to	make	a	form	of	propaganda	out	of	

her	novel.		Rather,	the	novel	touches	on	all	the	components	of		the	U.S.	version	that	Torres	

describes.		The	documentary	sought	to	explain	the	reasons	why	Cuban	parents	sent	their	

children	away,	and	the	good	that	the	U.S.	was	doing	in	keeping	these	children	“out	of	

harm’s	way.”		In	these	streamline	accounts,	both	in	the	novel	and	the	film,		the	children	are	

saved	from	communist	indoctrination,	they	are	taken	care	of,	and	they	are	ultimately	

reunited	with	their	parents	–	all	thanks	to	the	selfless	work	of	the	United	States	

government	and	the	Catholic	Church.		

The	Lost	Apple	documentary	follows	the	experiences	of	Roberto	and	Gladys	in	the	

refugee	camp	in	Florida	City.		Roberto	is	young	and	new	on	the	camp,	while	Gladys	has	fully	

adjusted	to	the	lovely	life	on	site.		The	documentary	highlights	all	the	good	being	done	by	
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the	United	States.		It	goes	step	by	step	into	what	a	child	refugee	would	go	through	when	

they	got	to	the	camps.		Roberto	is	registered,	and	interviewed	by	a	social	worker	on	site.		

The	camp	is	organized	and	run	by	a	Cuban	priest,	and	there	is	this	overarching	theme	of	the	

stay	being	temporary.		The	novel	follows	close	details	included	in	the	documentary,	even	

down	to	the	children	confronting	the	difficulty	of	calling	their	families	in	Cuba.		Like	in	The	

Red	Umbrella,	the	children	in	the	documentary	struggle	with	the	emotional	phone	calls	

back	home.		At	times	it	is	nearly	impossible	to	reach	their	parents	on	the	first	call,	not	to	

mention	the	cost	of	such	a	long	distance	call.		In	addition,	when	their	parents	are	able	to	call	

back,	there	is	no	guarantee	that	the	children	will	be	near	the	phone.		My	grandfather	also	

remembers	the	awful	attempts	at	calling	home.		He	states	that	after	The	Bay	of	Pigs,	when	

Castro	issues	a	blockade,	he	went	months	without	speaking	to	his	parents	because	the	

operators	were	unable	to	get	calls	through	to	the	island.	

Life	in	the	camp	is	depicted	as	being	fun	and	interactive,	the	film	shows	what	seems	

to	be	a	talent	show	being	performed	for	the	children.		Despite	this	laughter	and	amusement	

that	is	shown,	the	children	are	reminded	of	their	importance	to	the	future	of	their	country.		

The	priest	states,	“your	being	here,	in	Florida	City,	under	the	sheltering	skies	of	the	United	

States;	far	from	the	land	where	you	were	born,	torn	from	the	warmth	of	your	parents	–	this	

is	a	constant	reminder	that	there	is	something	very	wrong	in	the	world.”		The	film	

emphasizes	the	saving	grace	of	the	U.S.		He	then	urges	the	children	saying,	“I	would	like	you	

to	be	boys	and	girls	with	great	responsibility,	there	is	a	new	society,	a	new	world	waiting	

ahead	of	you.”		The	irony	in	this	statement	is	that	this	idea	of	the	“New	Man”	is	what	the	

communists	in	Cuba	depended	on	for	the	reformation	and	sustainability	of	their	new	
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government,	and	here	was	the	supposed	anti-communist	priest	spreading	such	notions	in	

the	United	States,	to	Cuban	children	that	had	escaped	communist	indoctrination.		

The	film	goes	on	to	attempt	to	explain	why	parents	sent	their	children	over.		The	

narrator	states	that	parents	feared	that	their	children	would	be	taught	“strange	things,	and	

would	be	turned	in	to	“strangers”	if	they	stayed	in	Cuba,	so	this	became	one	of	the	reasons	

that	they	decided	to	get	their	children	out	of	the	island.		Throughout	this	explanation,	the	

film	depicts	a	classroom	full	of	Cuban	children	being	taught,	in	their	native	Spanish,	while	

on	the	campgrounds.		The	narrator	then	introduces	the	beca	that	was	being	promised	to	

every	Cuban	child.		Accordingly,	on	the	camps,	the	children	were	being	taught	some	English	

so	that	they	would	be	able	to	communicate	with	their	new	foster	families,	as	they	would	

await	their	beca.		It	is	evident,	however,	based	on	Torres’s	research	that	this	promised	beca	

would	not	come,	and	at	times	neither	would	a	loving	foster	family.		The	U.S.	advertised	this	

in	their	propagandistic	documentary	to	make	their	efforts	seem	less	politically	charged,	

and	more	humanitarianly	influenced.		

The	documentary	stresses	the	fact	that	everyone	on	the	camps	has	the	interest	of	

the	child	in	mind.		The	narrator	states	that	“those	overseeing	the	children	act	with	their	

well-being	in	mind	–	they	are	constantly	thinking	up	things	for	the	kids	to	do,	or	thinking	of	

things	to	do	for	the	children.”		The	documentary	shows	children	exercising	and	socializing	

outside.		This	atmosphere	contradicts	many	of	the	experiences	of	Pedro	Pans.		My	

grandfather	for	instance,	witnessed	the	camps	as	being	overpopulated	and	dingy.		Torres	

illustrates	the	military	conditions	of	the	camp	in	Opalocka	as	well.		Though	the	film	depicts	

some	exaggerated	details	of	life	on	the	camp,	it	does	not	ignore	the	difficulty	that	children	

experienced	when	adapting	to	life	on	the	camps	in	the	U.S.		The	narrator	describes	Roberto	
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as	being	extremely	lonely	until	he	realizes	that	his	parents	sent	him	to	the	United	States	

because	they	loved	him	and	wanted	him	to	have	a	better	future	than	the	one	they	could	

provide	for	him	in	Cuba.		

	 The	Red	Umbrella,	like	the	documentary,	highlights	the	positive	actions	of	the	United	

States	and	its	involvement	in	the	Operation	throughout	the	entire	plot.		Lucía	and	Frankie	

are	taken	into	the	foster	care	system	by	a	lovely	family	in	Grand	Island,	Nebraska,	where	

they	live	on	a	large	farm	and	are	perfectly	integrated	into	the	family	dynamic.		Lucía	and	

Frankie	help	their	foster	parents	on	their	farm	in	order	to	earn	their	allowances.		Gonzalez	

does	not	hint	toward	the	fact	that	not	all	Pedro	Pans	had	it	this	easy,	and	this	well.		She	

does	not	mention	that	many	other	children	were	experiencing	levels	of	abuse,	and	neglect	

after	being	placed	into	the	foster	system.		

While	Gonzalez	may	be	chronicling	the	exact	manner	in	which	her	parents	

experienced	their	exodus,	she	is	only	giving	one	side	of	the	story	as	The	Lost	Apple	

documentary	only	gives	us	one	side	of	the	U.S.’s	involvement	in	the	Operation.		This	could	

be	a	result	of	her	audience	being	geared	more	toward	young	adults,	rather	than	Torres’	

which	is	made	for	a	more	mature	audience.		The	reality,	however,	may	be	that	Gonzalez	

was	not	willing	to	express	the	pitfalls	of	the	Operation	on	the	American	front.		She	was	

looking	to	tell	a	fairytale	version	of	Operation	Pedro	Pan,	and	live	up	to	the	namesake	of	the	

Operation	which	includes	the	Spanish	version	of	the	boy	that	does	not	want	to	grow	up,	

Peter	Pan	(Pedro	Pan).			This	fairytale	version	of	the	story	omits	anything	that	could	

potentially	paint	the	United	States	in	a	negative	light.		

	

4.	Complex	Narrative	–	Waiting	for	Snow	in	Havana:	Confessions	of	a	Cuban	Boy	
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Carlos	Eire	tells	his	life	story	of	growing	up	in	pre-Castro,	pro-capitalist	Cuba,	

leaving	once	the	communists	came	to	power,	and	his	early	life	of	hardship	as	an	immigrant	

to	the	U.S.	Eire	wrote	his	memoir	in	a	span	of	four	months.		He	was	inspired	by	the	Elián	

González	controversy	in	1999.		Eire	sought	to	provide	a	counter	narrative	to	what	a	

childhood	in	Cuba	consisted	of,	and	suggested	that	González	should	have	stayed	with	

distant	relatives	in	the	United	States,	regardless	of	what	his	father	wanted.		The	memoir	

resembles	a	novel,	but	contains	a	plethora	of	magical	realist	qualities.		Unlike	novels,	

however,	the	memoir	does	not	follow	a	fluid	chronology.		The	recollections	of	Eire’s	

memoir	appear	as	a	stream	of	consciousness.		

Because	it	has	historical	basis,	and	since	it	provides	more	of	a	complex	narrative	

than	that	of	The	Red	Umbrella,	Eire’s	work	does	not	necessarily	fit	the	model	of	a	solely	pro-

U.S.	narrative.		Eire	is,	however,	frustrated	and	aggravated	with	the	effects	of	the	

Revolution	and	Castro’s	power	stating,	“[the]	God-damned	place	where	I	was	born,	that	

God-damned	place	where	everything	I	knew	was	destroyed.	Wrecked	in	the	name	of	

fairness.		In	the	name	of	progress.	In	the	name	of	the	oppressed,	and	love	for	the	gods	Marx	

and	Lenin”	(Eire	51).		He	further	condemns	Castro	by	explicitly	stating	“I	despised	the	man”	

(Eire	213).		Despite	his	strong	opposition	to	Castro	,	Eire	complicates	the	U.S.	narrative	that	

Torres	analyzes	in	The	Lost	Apple:	Operation	Pedro	Pan,	Cuban	Children	in	the	U.S.	and	the	

Promise	of	a	Better	Future	by	incorporating	details	of	his	struggles	in	the	United	States.		

Eire	elaborates	on	the	effects	that	politics	have	on	a	child’s	life.		He	explores	loss	

throughout	his	memoir.		In	addition,	he	considers	the	hope	and	revitalization	that	can	come	

from	new	relationships	and	different	places.		The	memoir	mostly	covers	Eire’s	childhood	in	

Cuba.		He	and	his	brother,	Tony,	live	in	a	well-off	neighborhood	in	Havana	with	their	
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disabled	mother	and	judge	father.		Eire	describes	his	parents	as	being	Louis	XVI	and	Marie	

Antoinette	in	their	past	lives,	and	presents	himself	and	his	brother	as	Bourbon	princes.		

Throughout	the	memoir,	Eire	uses	these	characters	when	addressing	his	family	members.		

The	choice	of	such	politicized,	absolute	monarchs	was	a	deliberate	decision.		The	

French	monarchs	lived	in	the	lavish	Palace	of	Versailles	with	hundreds	of	pieces	of	art	and	

valuable	possessions,	while	Eire’s	family	lived	in	a	beautiful	house	in	Havana	with	their	

priceless	possessions.		The	family’s	wealth	is	unlike	that	of	most	upper-class	Cubans	of	the	

time.		They	owned	relics	of	bones	of	saints,	artwork	painted	by	world-renowned	artists,	

among	other	images	of	Catholic	symbols	that	had	incalculable	values,	even	in	the	sixties.		

These	monarchs	also	represented	all	that	was	wrong	with	France	during	the	French	

Revolution.		In	turn,	his	parents	represent	a	lot	that	was	wrong	with	pre-Revolutionary	

Cuba.		His	father	held	an	authoritative	job	as	a	judge,	and	was	extremely	concerned	with	

material	possessions.		His	mother,	had	never	worked	a	day	in	her	life.		They	illustrate	the	

gap	in	social	classes	to	a	broad	extent.		

By	pointing	to	a	parallel	between	the	French	and	Cuban	Revolutions,	Eire	is	showing	

that	there	were	inequities	in	Cuba	just	as	there	were	in	France.		He	is	not	ignoring	the	class	

differences.		For	instance,	he	and	his	neighbors	live	in	such	lavish	homes	while	just	across	

the	city	there	are	poor	colored	children	diving	in	shark	infested	waters	for	money.		In	

contrast,	The	Red	Umbrella	and	The	Lost	Apple	documentary	omit	any	such	inequities.		By	

including	them	in	his	memoir,	Eire	explicates	the	origins	of	the	Revolution.		In	an	interview	

with	the	National	Public	Radio	(NPR),	Eire	states	that	his	father	thought	“[the	Revolution	

was]	going	to	be	just	like	the	French	Revolution	-	and	yet	he	did	nothing.		Nothing.		Because	

he	also	said,	you	know,	it's	going	to	be	like	the	French	Revolution	but	it's	not	going	to	last	
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as	long	as	that”	(Gross).		Eire’s	father	would	not	leave	the	island	with	his	children,	or	his	

wife	later.		

	 Eire	describes	his	childhood,	pre-Castro,	as	being	carefree	and	lightheartedly	fun.		

He	and	his	five	best	friends	wreaked	havoc	in	their	neighborhood	–	setting	off	firecrackers,	

shooting	birds	with	BB	guns,	throwing	rocks	at	each	other,	playing	cowboys	and	Indians.		

These	boys,	who	were	all	well-educated,	attending	the	same	prestigious	school	as	Batista’s	

children	at	the	time,	found	pleasure	in	the	outdoors	and	in	exploring	the	streets	of	their	

island.		Eire	details	how	his	neighbor	was	so	wealthy	that	he	had	his	own	zoo	in	the	

backyard.		This	detail	contributes	to	the	magical	realism	that	Eire	toys	with	throughout	the	

memoir.		Having	such	an	abundance	of	wealth	that	you	can	own	your	own	zoo	seems	so	far-

fetched	that	it	appears	to	be	magical.		

Eire’s	“world	changes”	on	January	1,	1959,	when	the	President	of	Cuba,	Fulgencio	

Batista,	flees	and	leaves	Fidel	Castro	to	take	power	of	the	island.		Readers	come	to	learn	

about	the	drastic	changes	that	come	with	this	shift	in	power.		To	show	the	effects	of	the	

Castro	regime,	Eire	chronicles	experiences	that	he	and	his	family	went	through	that	were	

particularly	traumatic.		For	instance,	he	explains	a	time	when	they	are	almost	killed	in	a	

crossfire	and	ran	into	a	nearby	house	to	take	cover	(Eire	7).		Eire	experiences	censorship	

firsthand	as	well.		When	on	a	trip	to	watch	his	favorite	film	for	the	umpteenth	time,	he	is	

advised	by	the	ticket	clerk	that	the	film	had	been	outlawed	after	the	Revolution.		Eire	

states,	“[this	was	first	time	I]	felt	that	repulsive	feeling	of	someone	trying	to	invade	my	

mind	and	soul.		It	was	the	first	lancing.		The	blade	of	Fidel’s	scalpel	had	attempted	the	first	

incision,	the	first	step	towards	the	gradual	head	transplant”	(Eire	244).		Here	Eire	shows	
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that		his	inability	to	watch	a	film	that	he	had	seen	hundreds	of	times	before	was	a	manner	

in	which	Castro	was	controlling	the	minds	of	the	Cuban	people.	

Eire	describes	the	methods	that	the	Castro	regime	implemented	to	make	sure	that	

their	ideology	would	be	taught	to	everyone	on	the	island.		“[The	loudspeakers]	were	

mounted	on	the	utility	poles	on	every	street	corner,	broadcasting	from	the	Plaza	of		the	

Revolution”	(Eire	359).		One	could	not	even	escape	the	words	of	the	“Maximum	Leader”	if	

they	were	in	the	comfort	of	their	own	homes.		The	loudspeakers	penetrated	all	enclosed	

spaces.		Castro	also	went	into	schools	and	swapped	out	their	books	for	new	Marxist	ones.		

Eire	quotes	a	question	from	one	of	his	friend’s	math	textbooks,	“’before	our	great	

Revolution	Ramiro	Gómez	used	to	pay	his	scumbag	capitalist	landlord	thirty	pesos	a	month	

for	rent.		Now	that	our	Maximum	Leader	Fidel	Castro	has	made	the	Urban	Reform	possible,	

Comrade	Gómez	only	has	to	pay	twenty-five	pesos.		What	percent	reduction	in	rent	has	the	

Revolution	granted	him?’”	(Eire	301).		Including	these	details	illustrates	that	the	Cuban	

regime	was	trying	to	infiltrate	the	young	minds	of	the	children	in	everyday	situations.			

	Similar	to	Lucía’s	experience	in	The	Red	Umbrella,	Eire	also	witnesses	his	family’s	

possessions	being	stripped	away.		Gonzalez’s	character	is	injured	in	a	raid	and	subsequent	

arrest,	and	is	then	loses	his	job	as	bank	manager	and	is	forced	to	become	a	failed	handy-

man.		Eire’s	father	is	transferred	from	being	a	prominent	judge	in	the	center	of	town,	to	a	

faraway	county	where	he	takes	several	hours	commuting	to	and	from	work	on	a	daily	basis.		

With	rumors	circulated	by	the	media,	of	families	soon	being	torn	apart,	Eire’s	mother	

begins	the	process	of	getting	her	sons	visas	to	leave	the	country.		Even	though	his	father	is	

fully	aware	of	the	detriment	that	could	come	from	a	leader	like	Castro,	he	is	unwilling	to	

leave	the	country	because	he	feared	that	his	precious	art	collection	would	be	taken	from	
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him	if	he	left	the	island.		Throughout	the	memoir,	Eire	expresses	a	fluctuation	between	

resentment	and	adoration	for	his	father	for	this	reason.		Eire	does	not	understand	why	his	

father	would	choose	his	possessions	over	the	value	of	his	family,	but	he	also	chronicles	

many	loving	moments	that	he	shared	with	his	father	throughout	his	childhood.		The	fact	

that	he	is	critical	of	his	father	at	all,	provides	a	contradictory	argument	to	those	

represented	in	The	Red	Umbrella	and	The	Lost	Apple	documentary.		In	these	works,	the	

decision	made	by	parents	to	send	their	children	over	to	the	U.S.	is	seen	as	correct.		Eire	

complicates	this	by	refusing	to	forgive	his	father	for	staying	in	Cuba	and	choosing	to	stand	

by	his	material	possessions	over	the	sanctity	of	family.		

In	1962,	Carlos	and	Tony	joined	14,000	Cuban	children	as	Operation	Pedro	Pan	

exiles.		Their	mother	worked	tirelessly	to	get	them	out	of	the	country,	and	then	spent	the	

next	three	and	a	half	years	attempting	to	get	herself	out	and	reunited	with	her	sons.		Eire	

and	his	brother	were	among	the	children	who	were	put	into	the	Miami	Catholic	Welfare	

Bureau’s	system,	and	they	were	separated	as	many	other	siblings	were	at	the	time.		For	this	

reason,	Carlos	Eire	is	one	of	the	many	Pedro	Pans	that	Maria	de	los	Angeles	Torres	

interviews	in	her	book.		The	boys	were	sent	to	two	different	families	who	happened	to	be	

friends.	Once	these	families	realized	that	the	stay	would	not	be	temporary,	the	children	

were	placed	back	into	the	system	after	only	nine	months	with	their	foster	families.		In	an	

interview	with	Torres,	Eire	states	that	they	were	put	into	a	group	home	that	was	run	by	a	

Cuban	family	without	any	kids.		This	family	would	only	feed	the	boys	one	meal	per	day,	and	

the	man	also	beat	Tony.		“We	finally	got	out.	I	am	not	sure	how…	an	uncle	in	Illinois	was	

able	to	take	us	in”	(Torres	159).		
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Eire’s	childhood	in	Cuba	would	become	a	distant	memory,	and	his	new	life	in	the	

United	States	would	start	off	as	anything	but	magical.		Despite	these	un-pleasantries	that	he	

faced,	Eire	concludes	his	memoir	optimistically.		He	sees	the	United	States	as	a	place	where	

he	could	work	diligently,	and	he	was	determined	to	succeed	in	his	new	home.		Once	his	

mother	is	able	to	join	him	and	his	brother,	Eire	chronicles	their	struggles	as	a	family.	“For	

two	whole	months,	the	three	of	us	[slept]	on	one	sofa	bed	in	someone	else’s	living	room	…	

two	families	that	didn’t	know	each	other	very	well”	(Eire	196).		Experiencing	these	

hardships	propelled	Eire	to	work	harder	and	care	for	his	mother	and	brother,	“that’s	how	

[he]	ended	up	…	working	as	a	dishwasher”	at	the	age	of	fifteen		(Eire	198).	

Eire	differs	from	the	Pedro	Pans	in	the	narratives	I	studied	because	he	strays	away	

from	his	Cuban	culture	once	he	is	established	in	the	U.S.		He	states,	“eventually,	I	acquired	

English.		It’s	mine.		All	mine.		I	bought	it	word	by	word,	on	credit,	the	American	way…		

Eventually,	I	lost	my	accent”	(Eire	350).		Eire	shows	that	he	put	effort	into	assimilating	to	

American	culture	and	values,	and	he	is	proud	of	that.		The	author	even	changes	his	last	

name	to	his	mother’s	maiden	name	so	that	Americans	would	have	less	of	a	hard	time	

pronouncing	it.		The	Red	Umbrella	and	The	Lost	Apple	both	include	narratives	of	children	

preserving	their	Cuban	culture	even	once	they	are	integrated	into	U.S.	society.		Eire	

deliberately	chooses	to	move	to	the	Northeastern	United	States	where	he	and	his	family	are	

just	about	the	only	four	Cubans	around.		

Eire’s	memoir	tends	to	differ	from	the	typical	U.S.	narrative	that	Torres	defines.		Eire	

lived	much	of	his	childhood	in	a	pre-Castro	environment,	but	he	does	not	stray	away	from	

depicting	what	it	was	like	under	Batista.		When	describing	birthday	parties	in	Cuba	he	

states,	“We	played	a	lot	of	American	games,	of	course,”	and	sang	“’Happy	Birthday’	in	



 

Tirse	24	

English	as	you	blew	out	the	candles	on	your	excruciatingly	well-decorated	cake”	(Eire	70	

72).		Eire	attributes	this	Americanization	to	the	fact	that,	“[it	was]	the	language	of	the	

people	who	made	movies	and	had	invented	every	modern	convenience”	(Eire	70).		Cubans,	

in	this	day	and	age,	practiced	a	lot	of	U.S.	customs	and	traditions.		Some	of	them	did	so		

yearly	at	their	birthday	parties.		Eire	goes	on	to	state,	“I	finally	realized	I	had	grown	up	in	a	

colony	years	later,	on	a	London	bus…”	(Eire	72).		Eire	is	critical	of	the	fact	that	the	U.S	had	

an	abundance	of	power	over	the	island	both	economically	and	culturally	during	the	Batista	

regime.		The	U.S.	had	strong	ties	in	Cuba’s	sugar	and	other	food	exports	through	the	United	

Fruit	Company.		The	company	held	monopoly	over	many	exports	in	the	Latin	American	

region	at	the	time.		Additionally,	the	United	States	had	deep	roots	in	the	tourism	industry	of	

the	island,	which	was	tied	to	tons	of	corruption	and	prostitution.		The	capitalistic	nature	of	

the	U.S.	was	not	foreign	to	Cuba	during	the	Batista	era.		

Eire,	in	fact,	goes	so	far	as	to	describe	Cuba	as	a	colony	of	the	United	States,	and	in	

doing	so	implies	that	the	U.S.	held	some	responsibility	for	the	disparities	in	Cuba	that	lead	

to	the	Revolution.		He	insinuates	that	the	U.S.	cannot	be	seen	solely	as	the	saving	grace	of	

the	Cuban	children,	when	they	warrant	some	responsibility	for	the	events	that	led	to	the	

exodus.		

Unlike	the	single	faceted	pro-U.S.	narrative,	Eire	also	details	the	pitfalls	in	the	

Operation.			He	speaks	of	the	injustices	that	occurred,	such	as	abuse	and	starvation,	by	the	

families	in	the	United	States	that	took	in	Pedro	Pans.		Eire	also	chronicles	his	trials	and	

tribulations	in	Chicago	–	having	to	support	his	handicapped	mother	and	his	brother	having	

to	drop	out	of	school.		
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5.	Situating	My	Grandfather’s	Narrative		

After	conducting	research,	and	compiling	critiques	of	the	two	dominant	narratives,	I	

found	that	my	grandfather’s	narrative	is,	like	Carlos	Eire’s,	a	complicated	one	that	

incorporates	aspects	on	both	sides	of	the	spectrum.		I	cannot	simply	label	his	story	anti-

Castro	or	pro-U.S.	because	it	is	neither,	but	it	is	also	both.		While	still	in	Cuba,	he	

experienced	a	version	of	what	Eire,	Torres,	and	Gonzalez	chronicle	in	regard	to	education	

in	their	texts.		While	my	grandfather’s	school	was	not	shut	down	because	it	had	no	Catholic	

affiliation,	all	of	the	teaching	materials	of	his	school	were	removed.		He	witnessed,	“[them]	

take	out	the	books	that	were	there	since	the	very	establishment	of	education	in	Cuba,	and	

they	replaced	them	with	books	that	taught	in	a	Marxist	approach.”		The	Revolutionary	

government	then	took	the	old	books	and	set	them	on	fire	for	everyone	to	see,	as	part	of	

their	communist	agenda.		Similar	to	Eire’s	account,	my	grandfather	cites	the	violence	and	

abuse	that	was	going	on	in	Cuba	prior	to	him	being	sent	abroad.		My	grandfather	tells	of	

how	his	friends	that	remained	on	the	island	longer	than	he	were	often	arrested,	some	even	

tortured,	and	fusilados,	executed	by	firing	squad	on	the	streets.		

My	grandfather	cites	the	flight	over	from	Cuba	to	the	United	States	as	the	turning	

point	in	his	life.		On	the	flight,	with	hundreds	of	children	crying	because	they	missed	their	

parents	–	he	says	he	will	never	forget	what	it	sounded	like	to	be	torn	from	his	family	and	

sent	to	live	in	a	foreign	country.		Though	my	grandfather	is	explicitly	against	Castro,	and	

very	opposed	to	communism,	he	does	not	shy	away	from	speaking	the	truths	in	regard	to	

the	United	States	and	their	role	in	the	Operation.			My	grandfather’s	life	in	the	United	States	

was	no	fairytale,	it	was	one	of	a	lot	of	struggle.		He	did	not	arrive	and	receive	the	promised	

beca	or	live	with	a	well-meaning	family	like	Lucía	and	Frankie	do	in	The	Red	Umbrella.		He	
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was	thrown	into	the	work	force	at	the	tender	age	of	fifteen,	and	forced	to	do	any	job	he	

could	to	make	ends	meet	and	survive	the	brutal	Northeastern	winters.		He	spent	months	

collecting	garbage	for	an	apartment	complex,	earning	about	$1.30	per	hour.		He	was	only	

able	to	buy	his	first	winter	coat	after	saving	up	for	months,	and	living	in	the	basement	of	a	

building	trying	to	sleep	through	the	night	without	having	an	encounter	with	a	rodent.		Like	

Eire,	my	grandfather	came	from	an	affluent	part	of	Cuba.		He	attended	private	schools,	and	

his	family	had	cars	to	get	around	just	as	the	Eire’s	did.		He	had	hopes	of	continuing	his	

education	in	America,	but	quickly	realized	that	it	would	not	be	possible	given	the	

circumstances	that	he	was	in.		At	a	later	age,	he	tried	to	go	to	night	school	in	order	to	

complete	his	education,	but	the	realities	of	life	made	that	almost	impossible.	My	

grandfather	was	never	able	to	complete	his	high	school	degree.		

	My	grandfather	quickly	became	friends	with	fellow	Pedro	Pans,	and	they	looked	out	

for	one	another,	all	of	them	essentially	growing	up	on	the	streets.		Through	another	Pedro	

Pan,	my	grandfather	was	able	to	get	a	job	in	an	embroidery	factory.		Being	that	he	was	a	

very	skinny	young	man,	he	could	not	do	the	heavy	lifting	that	was	required	of	him	in	the	

steel	factory	that	many	of	his	friends	worked	in.		Though	he	had	absolutely	no	experience	

working	with	embroidery	machines,	he	says	that	the	supervisor,	“appreciated	that	[he]	

wanted	to	work,	and	gave	[him]	a	shot.”		With	a	lot	of	hard-work	he	was	able	to	make	his	

way	up	to	supervisor	of	the	factory	and	began	earning	wages	that	would	allow	him	to	

finally	be	able	to	purchase	a	refrigerator	after	going	years	without	one	in	his	apartment.		

Because	he	struggled	so	hard,	he	wanted	to	give	back	to	other	exiles	that	were	

arriving	in	the	West	New	York	area	at	the	time	that	he	was	there.		He	and	a	fellow	Pedro	

Pan	set	up	an	apartment	and	collected	furniture	to	help	families	that	were	coming	to	the	
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United	States	with	nothing,	so	that	these	families	did	not	have	to	go	through	what	he	and	

his	friend	went	through	for	the	first	couple	of	years	that	they	were	in	the	U.S.		They	wanted	

to	provide	fellow	exiles	with	what	the	United	States	could	not	provide	for	them	at	the	time	

of	their	arrival.		This	goes	hand	in	hand	with	the	idea	of	Cuban	hospitality	that	Eire	

chronicles	when	he	speaks	of	his	family	living	with	a	random	family	in	the	South	side	of	

Chicago	(Eire	196).		

While	he	is	grateful	to	have	had	the	chance	to	escape	communism	and	live	in	a	

democratic	country,	my	grandfather	was	deprived	of	a	childhood	and	a	relationship	with	

his	parents.		His	parents	were	unable	to	come	to	the	U.S.	until	about	six	or	seven	years	after	

he	was	here.		By	that	time,	he	had	moved	to	California	for	work	and	married	my	

grandmother	across	the	country,	he	then	moved	back	to	the	New	Jersey	area,	and	

established	a	life	there.		He	wanted	to	do	as	much	as	possible	for	his	parents	because	they	

sent	him	to	the	U.S.	for	a	better	future,	and	he	wanted	to	thank	them	for	doing	so.		For	this	

reason,	he	says	that	he	found	his	parents	a	place	to	live	in	Miami,	so	that	they	would	not	

have	to	suffer	brutal	winters,	and	he	would	send	them	money	every	month	until	he	was	

able	to	move	down	south	to	be	with	them.		Not	long	after	their	arrival,	my	grandfather’s	

father	fell	ill,	and	died	shortly	after.		Eire	lived	through	a	similar	struggle	with	his	father	

remaining	in	Cuba	and	dying	of	a	heart	attack	not	long	after.		

Like	Eire	my	grandfather	notes	the	failure	of	the	U.S.	to	live	up	to	its	promises	to	the	

families	and	its	statements	to	the	United	States	public	about	the	Operation.		He	documents	

the	hard	scrabble	life	he	was	thrown	into	which	was	a	great	shock	after	growing	with	

privilege	and	wealth,	like	Eire	as	well.		Both	Pedro	Pans	also	did	not	condemn	the	United	
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States	for	letting	them	down.		They	both	worked	extremely	hard	and	embraced	the	

challenge	to	prosper	while	seemingly	being	motivated	by	the	American	Dream.	

Similar	to	Eire,	my	grandfather	changed	his	name	when	establishing	himself	in	the	

United	States.		He	had	been	living	in	predominantly	white	towns,	and	it	was	extremely	

difficult	for	people	to	pronounce	José	Comesañas.		For	this	reason,	he	Americanized	it	and	

changed	it	to	Joe	Comesana.	In	the	late	1970s,	early	1980s,	my	grandfather	became	the	first	

Spanish-speaking	real	estate	agent	on	Miami	Beach.		He	began	doing	business	with	some	of	

the	wealthiest,	American-born	businessmen	in	South	Florida	and	Latin	American	investors.		

Eventually,	he	owned	several	businesses	and	properties	all	over	Miami	Beach,	and	became	

one	of	the	most	well-known	businessmen	in	the	area.		When	his	business	dealings	became	

lucrative	he	was	able	to	buy	property	overseas	in	Spain.		He	came	a	long	way	from	being	a	

fifteen	year	old	immigrant	boy	living	in	a	basement,	fending	off	rats,	and	collecting	garbage	

for	a	living.		He	does	not	discredit	Operation	Pedro	Pan	for	making	this	possible,	and	has	

never	negatively	spoken	about	how	the	United	States	did	not	provide	him	with	the	

education	that	they	had	promised.		I	strongly	believe	that	he	has	never	done	so	because	of	

the	fact	that	he	grew	up	listening	to	the	illusion	of	the	American	Dream.		This	dream	

propelled	him	to	great	lengths.		

	

6.	Conclusion		

It	has	been	sixty	years	since	the	Operation	Pedro	Pan	migration,	and	despite	there	

being	literature	attempting	to	clarify	the	migration,	some	aspects	of	its	history	remain	

unclear.		Many	Pedro	Pans	decided	to	dig	into	their	pasts	as	exile	children	because	of	the	

arrival	of	Elián	González	in	1999.		This	incident	sparked	quite	a	number	of	books	about	the	
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Operation,	but	this	was	forty	years	after	the	event.		These	texts	sought	to	clarify	the	

migration,	and	to	situate	where	Cuba	and	the	United	States	stood	in	the	realm	of	

responsibility	for	the	Operation.		

Each	text,	according	to	Torres’	The	Lost	Apple:	Operation	Pedro	Pan,	Cuban	Children	

in	the	U.S.	and	the	Promise	of	a	Better	Future,	is	written	in	accordance	with	one	of	the	two	

main	narratives	of	the	time.		Because	of	the	experiences	that	many	of	these	Pedro	Pans	had,	

it	is	not	without	reason	that	most	of	them	avoid	writing	in	a	pro-Cuba	sentiment,	and	rely	

more	on	a	pro-United	States	outlook.		Some	authors;	however,	like	Torres	and	Eire,	boost	

their	credibility	by	qualifying	their	pro-U.S.	notions	with	those	that	make	readers	question	

whether	the	United	States	had	selfless	intentions	throughout	Operation	Pedro	Pan.		

Similarly,	my	grandfather’s	accounts	of	hardship	in	the	United	States	provide	a	critique	of	

the	U.S.	involvement	in	the	Operation.		They	were	unable	to	hold	true	to	some	of	the	

promises	that	they	had	made	to	the	Cuban	people	participating	in	Operation	Pedro	Pan.		

	

7.	Epilogue	–	Interview	with	my	grandfather,	Joe	Comesana		
	
Alexa:	What	we	are	interested	in	finding	out	is	how	Mima	decided	to	send	you	off	

through	Pedro	Pan,	and	what	was	going	on	before	you	left	Cuba	that	led	her	to	make	

that	decision.		

	
Joe:	Okay,	number	one	when	I	was	fifteen	years	old,	I	was	going	to	school	day	and	night,	I	

was	at	two	schools,	two	private	schools.		I	learned	English	there,	typing,	shorthand,	etc.	

When	the	Castro	regime	started,	they	started	confiscating	everything.		First	of	all,	the	land,	

then	the	houses	then	they	got	everybody	that	was	anti-Revolutionary	and	fired	them	from	
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their	jobs,	and	they	could	no	longer	work.		My	parents	saw	that	that	was	communism.	

When	they	saw	this,	they	got	me	a	passport	and	we	applied	for	a	visa.		At	that	time,	they	

applied	for	a	visa.	I	didn’t	know	what	was	going	on.		I	knew	I	was	being	followed	and	being	

searched	in	my	own	neighborhood.		They	were	after	me	all	the	time.	But	I	was	a	kid.	The	

communists	had	a	house	on	every	block	watching	everybody,	they	would	watch	everyone,	

especially	the	people	that	didn’t	agree	with	what	this	guy	(Fidel	Castro)	was	doing.			

One	day,	out	of	the	blue,	my	parents	said	“Okay	you’re	not	going	to	school	today.”		They	put	

me	in	a	suit	and	they	said	you’re	leaving,	but	you	can’t	talk	to	anyone.		You	say	you’re	going	

to	Havana	to	take	a	picture,	to	the	center,	but	we’re	going	to	do	something	in	Havana	City.		

They	took	me…	I	said	goodbye	to	everyone,	and	I	left.		They	put	me	on	a	plane,	I	landed	in	

Miami,	in	the	Miami	Airport.	Everybody	had	left,	and	I	was	standing	in	a	corner,	crying	with	

my	briefcase.		And	a	police	man	comes	in	and	says,	“and	you.”		I	said,	“well,	I	have	a	cousin	

in	New	York.”		He	says,	“oh,	you	too.	Come	here.”		The	officer	stopped	the	bus,	and	they	took	

me	to	a	place	back	in	Kendall,	Matacumbe.		So,	when	I	got	there,	I	was	interviewed	by	the	

priest.		There	was	a	Spanish	priest.		There	were	14,000	kids	there	already.		So,	all	the	camps	

were	almost	full.		There	was	not	much	room.		They	were	trying	to	find	places	to	send	the	

kids.		Some	of	them	went	to	Ohio,	some	to	different	places,	and	some	brothers	and	sisters	

got	separated.		They	lived	separated.		

	
Alexa:	Did	you	know	how	many	kids	were	there	at	the	time,	did	they	tell	you	it	was	

14,000?	

	
Joe:	Well	they	told	me	it	was	about	10,000	to	14,000	kids.		I	knew	it	was	a	whole	bunch	of	

them	because	there	were	so	many	when	I	got	to	the	camp.		When	we	were	getting	off	the	
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bus,	all	of	them	ran	to	us	asking	if	we	had	chewing	gum	with	us.		From	there,	they	called	my	

cousin	in	New	York,	in	the	Bronx.		They	told	him,	“if	you	want	we	can	send	the	kid	over	to	

you	but	you	have	to	pay	for	the	airline	ticket.”		

	
En	Cuba	me	cogieron	con	metralladoras	cuando	estaba	manejando.		Todos	mis	amigos	se	lo	

llevaron	presos,	algunos	fueron	fusilados.		Yo	se	que	a	mi	me	fueron	a	buscar	en	mi	casa,	

pero	ya	yo	me	había	ido.		Decían	que	yo	transportaba	armas	en	mi	carro.		Y	yo	era	un	niño	

de	quince	años,	yo	ni	sabia	lo	que	era	eso.		I	really	was	never	involved	in	that.		En	Cuba	en	

esa	época,	era	un	niño	de	verdad.		

	
Alexa:	Dijiste	que	tu	ibas	a	la	escuela	hasta	que	te	fuiste.	No	te	serraron	la	escuela?		

	
Joe:	No,	lo	que	hicieron	en	las	escuelas	fue	entrar,	sacar	los	libros	que	habíamos	sido	

educados	de	toda	la	vida,	des	del	tiempo	de	España,	yo	lo	vi,	esto	si	yo	lo	vi.		Sacaron	los	

libros	y	los	quemaron	en	el	medio	de	la	calle,	y	pusieron	los	nuevos	libros	de	ellos,	del	

Marxismo.		Por	esta	razón	también,	Mima	decidió	de	mandarme	a	los	Estados	Unidos.	

También	había	una	ley	que	iban	a	pasar	que	decía	que	los	niños	que	cumplían	17	años	no	se	

podían	ir	de	la	isla.		Se	tenían	que	quedar	y	cumplir	el	ejército.		En	adición,	había	el	

alphabetisimo	también.		Mandaban	a	los	niños	en	autobuses	para	estudiar	que	la	patria	era	

mas	importante	que	sus	familias,	y	que	tenían	que	denunciar	a	los	padres.		Y	al	mismo	

tiempo	los	niños	y	las	niñas	durmiendo	en	cama	juntos,	que	iba	pasar.		Venían	muchas	de	

ellas	con	barrigas,	y	ya	venia	la	división.	Lo	que	era	el	comunismo.		

	
Cuando	yo	llegue	aquí,	que	me	llevaron	a	the	Bronx	con	mi	primo,	después	de	Matacumbe.		
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La	149	y	West	Avenue.	Me	ponían	a	limpiar	el	piso,	me	daban	un	sandwichito,	y	hable	con	

mis	padres,	porque	fue	un	mes	antes	del	bloqueo.		Después	del	bloqueo	era	muy	difícil	

hablar	con	ellos.		No	dejaban	entrar	llamadas,	te	ponían	a	esperar	2	o	3	días	parar	esperar,	

y	después	de	eso	no	ibas	a	esperar	ese	tiempo	para	una	llamada.		Entonces	hable	con	mis	

padres,	me	consiguieron	un	Chino	que	vivía	en	la	parte	judía	de	the	Bronx,	fui	a	ver	lo,	y	me	

dijo	que	me	quedara	con	el.		Entonces,	yo	dormía	en	el	sótano,	al	lado	de	la	basura,	donde	

estaba	el	“chuter,”	una	cama,	me	daban	vente	pesos	a	la	semana.		Ya	estaba	empezando	el	

invierno,	me	daban	un	plato	de	comida,	y	yo	tenia	que	limpiar	y	sacar	22	latones	de	basura	

3	días	a	la	semana	y	ponerlos	afuera.	Limpiar	la	nieve,	hacer	lo	todo	prácticamente,	pero	

bueno	era	lo	único	que	podía	hacer.		Entonces	me	quede	ahí,	dormía	y	los	ratones	me	

pasaban	por	al	lado.		Eh,	ahí	empecé	y	con	los	primeros	20	pesos,	fui	a	un	lugar	en	

Manhattan	y	pudo	conseguir	mi	primer	jacket	para	pasar	el	invierno.		Tenia	un	reloj	

despertador	y	todo	los	días	llenaba	los	22	latones	de	basura,	eran	tres	edificios,	casi	una	

manzana	completa,	por	eso	nunca	se	me	olvida	que	eran	22	latones.		En	esa	época	eran	

“hand-trucks”	que	recogían	los	latones.		Ahí	estuve	unos	meses	nadamas,	I	couldn’t	handle	

it	for	more	than	that,	but	I	had	to	do	what	I	had	to	do.		Then,	I	went	to	New	Jersey,	to	other	

people	that	I	knew	that	were	my	neighbors	in	Cuba.		

And	I	spoke	to	them,	and	they	got	me	a	job	in	a	handbag	Factory	in	West	New	York.		It	was	

about	60th	Street,	I	used	to	get	a	$1.30	an	hour,	and	they	got	me	a	guy	who	had	an	

apartment,	and	they	rented	out	their	sofá	to	me.		So	I	was	sleeping	on	a	sofá,	and	everytime	

we	would	put	the	toaster	on,	small	roaches	used	to	run	out	of	it.		Three	of	us	lived	there,	ahí	

es	donde	conocí	a	Oscar,	que	fue	de	Miami	para	allá.		Herramos	tres	hasta	que	después	nos	

separamos,	y	pusimos	un	apartamentos	juntos,	y	ganaba	$39	a	la	semana,	pagaba	la	
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cantina,	pagaba	el	apartamento	y	me	quedaban	$2	a	la	semana,	y	con	eso,	bueno	lavaba	la	

ropa.		We	didn’t	have	a	refrigerator,	we	put	everything	on	the	windowsill	when	it	was	cool	

enough.		

	
Después	cuando	teníamos	suficiente	dinero,	arreglamos	el	apartamento	y	ayudábamos	a	la	

gente	que	venían	con	familias,	con	niños.		Le	recogíamos	muebles,	para	que	los	niños	

tendrían	un	lugar	para	dormir,	una	mesa	para	comer.		Y	eso	era,	ayudar	a	las	otras	gentes	

que	llegaban	y	no	tenían	nada.		Y	nosotros	herramos	jovencito,	y	después	empecé	a	trabajar	

en	un	restaurante.		Ahí	trabajaba	lunch,	dinner,	delivery	seven	days	per	week.		Ahí	estuve	

dos	o	tres	años,	y	después	empecé,	me	iba	aprender	como	hacer	embroidery.		

Eventualmente	me	hice	jefe	de	una	factoría.		Al	principio	no	sabia	nada,	pero	el	Italiano	que	

era	jefe	le	gusto	que	yo	tenia	ganas	de	trabajar	y	me	dejó.		Me	quede	ahí	y	trabajaba	12	

horas	diaria.		No	dormía.		Tenia	que	trabajar.		

	
Alexa:	When	did	you	see	Mima	again?	

	
Joe:	Bueno	yo	me	casé	primero.		Conocí	a	tu	abuela	en	el	restaurante,	después	a	los	meses,	

le	llego	un	contrato	de	trabajar	en	California	en	embroidery.		Y	nos	fuimos	para	California,	y	

nos	casamos	en	California.	Que	yo	tenia	nada	mas	que	19	años	cuando	eso.		

	
Alexa:	So,	por	todo	este	tiempo,	estaba	Mima	en	Cuba?		

	

Joe:	Sí.		No	podíamos	hablar	mucho	por	el	bloqueo.		Fidel	no	dejaba	entra	llamadas.	

Hablábamos	cada	dos	o	tres	meses.		
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Alexa:	When	did	she	get	here?		

	
Joe:	Ella	llego	a	los	seis	o	siete	años.		
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