
84 more •  SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2000

P
H

O
TO

S
, T

R
IA

G
IO

VA
N
.

HORTLY AFTER OUR ARRIVAL

in Havana, I watch Consuelo
Aróstegui Isaacson, my friend
and neighbor from Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, knock
on the front door of the man-

sion she left 40 years ago as a 16-year-
old debutante. With Consuelo is her
older sister, Mary Aróstegui. I wait on
the curb with the rest of our traveling
party: Micho Fernández Spring, Silvia
Fernández and Maria Lopez, who all
fled Cuba as children; their American-
born offspring; and Maria’s Yankee hus-
band. In prerevolutionary Havana, the
Aróstegui, Fernández and Lopez fami-
lies belonged to exclusive clubs, went to
private schools and were at the pinnacle
of the social pyramid. They’ve pros-
pered in the United States, and now the
women have returned to Cuba to re-
claim their childhood memories, their
family legacy and their Cuban souls. 

In its glory days, this huge house—a
graceful Spanish-style residence with
sweeping arches—was one of Havana’s
best addresses. Consuelo’s and Mary’s
maternal great-grandfather, Dr. Carlos
Finlay, discovered the way yellow fever is
transmitted. On their father’s side, the

sisters are descended from voyagers who
came to Cuba on Christopher Colum-
bus’ second trip.

It is 4:00 on a warm, brilliantly sunny
Saturday afternoon, and no one seems
to be home. Calling out “Buenas tardes!
Hola?” in the quick monotone that is
Cuban-accented Spanish, Consuelo
pushes open the front door. “My God,”
she exhales to Mary. “Grandma’s piano.”

The interior is a wreck—the victim of
water damage. Stucco has slid off the
walls in chunks; the colorful tile floors
have buckled. The entrance to the ball-
room, once the scene of fabulous danc-
ing parties, is boarded up. Bare light
bulbs swing from frayed cords.

The sisters don’t seem to see the
squalor. Burbling, unstoppable, they de-
scribe the massive crystal chandeliers that
servants used to polish . . . the wonderful
paintings . . . the antiques from Europe—
all vanished, though Consuelo and Mary
can remember exactly where each had
been placed. Today, only the piano re-
mains, and the coffered ceilings, whimsi-
cally painted with clouds, delicate blue
flowers and birds. Suddenly, I understand
why it was that Consuelo spent so much
time painting clouds on the ceiling of her
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Left to right, here are the women who
returned to Cuba—and the lives they have

made in the United States:

MARIA LOPEZ, 47,
a Massachusetts superior court judge, 

is married with two children.

SILVIA FERNÁNDEZ, 59 
and married, is a New York City 

designer of handbags 
and accessories.

CONSUELO ARÓSTEGUI ISAACSON, 56, 
a Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

healthcare consultant, is married with
two children.

MICHO FERNÁNDEZ SPRING, 50,
is a public relations executive and former
deputy mayor of Boston, where she lives

with her husband and two children.

MARY ARÓSTEGUI, 58
and married, is an executive recruiter in

Framingham, Massachusetts.

We’re back! Consuelo
Aróstegui Isaacson 
is thrilled to see the
house her family lived 
in until they fled Cuba
after the revolution
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bedroom in Cambridge.
As we troop into the

dark hallway, a barefooted
woman in a hot-pink
housedress looks up in
surprise from her mop
and bucket. She explains
that she lives in the house
with about 35 members of
her extended family, who came to the
city from a poor rural village and were
awarded the house because one of the
men had fought for Cuba in Angola.

Consuelo, Mary and their new friend

are bonding as they piece together the
story of what has happened to this
house. Within minutes, the entire fami-
ly surrounds us. Old and young men,
teenage beauties, pregnant women,
toddlers—all want to meet the sisters.
The dialogue is so fast and charged with
excitement and the hall so crowded that
the setting resembles a French farce,
with people magically appearing from
every crevice. 

My friends are local legends who have
come to life. I can’t help but be remind-
ed of the scene from Doctor Zhivago in
which Omar Sharif returns from the
revolution to find that dozens of squat-
ters have “liberated” his ancestral home.

We all retreat to the backyard veran-
da, where clotheslines dense with laun-
dry block out the last of the day’s light.

Consuelo is beaming with
the same beatific smile I
saw when her child did
the solo in a Christmas
concert. She must remem-
ber this house as it was the

day she left for Miami, in a smart black-
and-white suit from Paris, along with
her mother, her aunt, her brothers and
her grandparents—and the $5 and one
suitcase each was allowed. 

The Aróstegui, Fernández and Lopez
families expected that their exile from
Havana, then a sophisticated and
wealthy city, would be temporary. “A
matter of six months or so,” Consuelo
recalls. “We left everything in the
house, paid the servants’ salaries in ad-
vance and gave them money to keep the
place going. We thought we’d be back
before spring.” 

The idea for our pilgrimage started
with Micho, who had returned briefly
twice before. “Leaving Cuba the way
my family did, we had no sense of clo-
sure,” she says. “It was August of 1960.
The government had closed the schools
and universities and expelled the non-
Cuban priests and nuns who were
teachers. My parents were worried that
my sixteen-year-old brother would be

drafted and sent away to a training
camp. We came to America with noth-
ing, but my mother never let us look
back. It was too painful. When I first re-
turned to Havana, I thought I was going
to close a door, but I opened a larger
one. Cuba is now my passion.” 

After her first trip, in 1997, Micho
wanted to help her former compatriots.
When Boston’s Bernard Cardinal Law
invited her to join a delegation that
traveled to Cuba for the Pope’s visit in
1998—her second trip—she realized she
could provide humanitarian assistance
through Caritas Cubana, the local arm
of Catholic Charities. She enlisted the
support of other Cuban-born Bostoni-
ans and made yet a third voyage—the
one I joined. 

After months of wrangling over visas,
the five women, one husband, a cousin,
three teenage children and I boarded a
plane to Havana via Toronto. Our offi-
cial  miss ion was vis i t ing church-
sponsored programs and delivering a
three-month supply of human growth
hormone for a 12-year-old boy with a
rare form of dwarfism. Another goal for
my friends was finding their roots. The
women didn’t want their Cuban identity
to die with their parents and grand-
parents. As Micho said, “Leaving the

way we did gave rise to a sense in our
family of a lost paradise. For the sake of
my children, I wanted to bring color
and life to the old black-and-white pic-
tures of Cuba.”

When we arrive at the Havana air-
port, the native-born women are
whisked away to a separate area by a
customs official who snarls, “You were
born a Cuban and are still a Cuban citi-
zen.” Five hours later, they are released.
The intimidation continues. State-
employed “watchers” record the ad-
dresses of the houses we visit and the
license-plate numbers of the vehicles we
drive around in. The group remains
wary throughout our weeklong visit. 

During the 20-minute cab ride from
the airport, I count 37 political billboards:
12 featuring huge-eyed illustrations of

Above, evocative Colonial
architecture; left, Maria
shops in Old Havana

Some families expected that their exile from Havana, then a sophisticated and
wealthy city, would be temporary.. . “We thought we’d be back before spring”



six-year-old Elian González with the
words Devuelvan a Elian (“Return
Elian”). The image of long-deceased
Ché Guevara, who, along with Castro,
was a leader of the revolution, is every-
where: on billboards, T-shirts, ashtrays,
cigarette lighters and towels. Curiously,
there are few likenesses of Castro in
Havana. People tend not even to say his
name out loud. Instead, they use a ges-
ture—one hand miming the stroking of
a beard—to refer to him.

Upon arrival at the large Hotel Na-
cional in downtown Havana, our first or-
der of business is mojitos (the Cuban
national drink of white rum, soda, limes,
sugar and fresh mint) and ham sandwich-
es on the patio. Giddy exhilaration radi-
ates from the women as they sip their
drinks and listen to the waves crashing
on the famed Malecón, or seawall. “Be-
ing in Havana makes my hair behave,”

says Silvia of the humid climate. “I had
forgotten what Cuba smells like—salt,
bougainvillea, home,” adds Consuelo.

Micho and Silvia speed off in a taxi to
see the former Fernández home and to
visit their nanny, who saw Micho born
and helped Silvia dress for every party.
Meanwhile, Consuelo, Mary and Maria
herd the rest of us into Caritas Cubana’s
donated Mercedes van, one of the few
new vehicles in Havana. 

As we drive along, the Aróstegui sis-
ters survey once-familiar landmarks,
talking fast, switching between English
and Spanish: “Mira, Mary. There’s
Celia Maria’s house!” “And grandmoth-
er’s house! Our church! Our school!”
“Remember the girl who lived over
there? Remember the parties?” The
women are becoming more Cuban by

the second. Though
entirely bilingual,
they begin to grope
for English words.

We look for Maria’s
family manse in Mi-

ramar, an upscale suburb. Many of the
spacious, well-maintained single-family
residences are home to high-ranking
party officials and foreign diplomats. At
first, Maria doesn’t recognize her for-
mer house, with its new hedge and
fence, but once she does, she leaps out
of the van as if she were on a pogo stick.
“I do remember this! I was on my two-
wheeler in this driveway!” she shrieks.
After ringing the bell, she explains in
Spanish through the intercom that she
used to live in this house
and just wants to see it.
She’s here with her hus-
band and sons, back in
Cuba for the first time
since she was a child. Can
she come in? 

The lady of the house is
at work, so a visit is sched-
uled for later in the week.

Maria, her heavy gold earrings swinging
in time with her hands as she talks, is in
overdrive: delirious that she found the
house, relieved that her blurry child-
hood recollections are based in reality. 

When Maria returns, the current res-
ident invites her into the garden to see
how “her” old mango tree is doing.
Maria shakes her head. “It’s not my
mango tree anymore,” she answers. Re-
sponding to the woman’s unspoken fear,
she continues, “I haven’t come here to
take the house back. I have a wonderful
life in the United States.”

Our next stop is a modest rectory
where an elderly relative who is a
priest lives. He remembers Maria and
her brothers as children and is thrilled
that her American-born sons speak
passable Spanish. “You’re a judge!” he

says with admiration. “Your mother,
may she rest in peace, would have been
so proud.”

From an enormous Moschino tote bag,
Maria presents him with gifts, including
bottles of aspirin and multivitamins—
all scarce in Cuba. In fact, each of us has
come with suitcases packed with sup-
plies to give away. Necessities like soap,
toothpaste, socks, underwear and de-
odorant are especially welcome. 

When we get out of the car to visit
Maria’s Aunt Adalaida, government ob-
servers don’t wait for us to get inside
the house before they strut over to copy
down the van’s plate number. Aunt
Adalaida—in her nineties, well-dressed
and perfectly coiffed—has just sat down
to supper in an elegant dining room,
flash-frozen in the Fifties. The house
has been impeccably maintained, with
antique mirrors, framed photos and
hunting prints, and matching lamps

with silk shades. “How
have you managed this?”
we ask her, and she an-
swers in the perfect Eng-
lish she learned as a
diplomat’s daughter
growing up in Canada.
“Dollars from America.
No one in Cuba can sur-
vive without the charity

of Miami relatives,” she responds with-
out any discernable emotion. Aunt
Adalaida adds that she and her late
husband guessed wrong: “We never
thought that Eisenhower would let Fi-
del win. And we were too old, already in
our fifties, to start again.”

The conversation is revelatory—and
rare. Adalaida is one of the few Cubans I
meet who talks candidly about the reali-
ties of life there. When we ask if it’s safe
for her to be so outspoken, she says,
“What are they going to do to me, a
ninety-year-old woman? Put me in jail?” 

Early the next morning, our entire
party crowds into the Caritas Cubana
van, bound for High Mass with José
Siro González, the Bishop of Pinar del
Río, a cigar-making city three hours
southwest of Havana. An outspoken
critic of the government, the Bishop is
the driving force behind this trip to
Cuba. He is celebrating this Mass to
thank the group for their fund-raising

88 more •  SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2000

Left, Pinar del Río
countryside, three
hours outside Havana;
below, Restaurante 
La Guarida

“For the sake of my children, I wanted to bring color  
and life to the old black-and-white pictures of Cuba”
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and for providing his 12-year-old
parishioner and altar boy with a crucial
remedy—one that is too costly for a lo-
cal medical system that’s been stretched
to the limits by the 37-year-long Ameri-
can embargo.

Sitting in the airy cathedral with its
side doors open to the blinding midday
tropical sun and the palm trees rustling
in the breeze, my friends are immersed
in the holiness of the moment and the

magic of experiencing familiar rituals
once again. Teenage altar boys wear
flowing emerald-green robes. The
choir, with its tall drums, guitars and
sinuous rhythms, offers more than a
hint of Africa. The liturgy is in a lan-
guage and accent they remember from
childhood. The air seems to vibrate
around our pew. As the Bishop delivers
his homily, it is as if his words breathe
directly into their hearts. 

After the service, the locals swarm
over, hugging and kissing the Cubanas
like long-lost cousins at a family re-
union. The worshipers want not only to
thank my friends, but also to touch
these mysterious creatures who live in
the United States but still speak in the
accents of their Havana youth.

The altar boy’s family has invited us
to a feast at their house in Pinar del Río.
A backyard banquet, it features every
Cuban delicacy—empanadas, salads, bar-
becued pork, a rice-and-black-bean dish
called moros y cristianos, coconut pud-
ding and a gargantuan cake. 

I hear Consuelo promise to be back in
three months with the boy’s next dose,
as well as enough growth hormone for
some similar cases. By her tone, I know
that this is not the idle chatter of a sated
guest. It is a pledge.

The group has a full agenda for the
week. Each morning, slightly fuzzy
from the mojitos of the evening before,
we drift down for the bountiful hotel
breakfast buffet. We commandeer big
round tables and sort out our impossi-
bly ambitious expectations for the day
ahead. After trips to church-funded so-
cial programs—after-school classes,
AIDS support programs, senior citizens
centers, pediatric clinics—we visit mu-
seums and art galleries, take rambling
walks through Old Havana and go on
art-buying sprees. We drive by old
schools and country clubs. With each
new day, the list of friends and relatives
to visit gets longer, and we take taxis to
their houses and apartments, pulling out
bags of gifts and promising to return
with more. 

It becomes a foregone conclusion that
the band of Cubanas is in this for the
long haul. On one of our last nights to-
gether, we celebrate Micho’s 50th birth-
day at an elegant rooftop restaurant.
“There is something so right about my
turning fifty here,” Micho muses. “Be-
ing Cuban used to be a part of my life
that few people understood. Coming
back has allowed me to integrate my
Cuban self with my American self. I
have completed the circle.” ■

Louisa Kasdon Sidell writes on travel, lifestyle
and health. Her forthcoming book is “Con-
sciously Female” (Bantam Books, 2001).

Cuba offers visitors sensory
overload, thanks to magnificent
Spanish Colonial buildings, spicy
food, pounding surf, musicians
jamming on every block—and
relatively few other tourists. Now that
the Elian Gonzáles affair has been
resolved and both travel restrictions
and the embargo have been
loosened, expect to run into more
Americans there in the future.
GETTING THERE Americans,
under U.S. law, may travel to Cuba
and spend money there legally only
under certain circumstances—such
as when they have humanitarian aims
or relatives on the island. If you meet
the guidelines of the U.S. Treasury
Department’s Office of Foreign Asset
Control, you can obtain a license and
then book a charter flight from Miami,
New York or Los Angeles. 

Members of the general public
can also travel to Cuba on “hosted”
religious and educational tours
arranged by groups such as the
Center for Cuban Studies in New
York (212-242-0559) or the Cuba
Cruise Corporation (800-837-1387),
which begins sailing from Nassau, in
the Bahamas, to Havana in
November; in these cases, the
traveler may not spend any money
on the island during the visit.

Other American tourists, as has
been widely reported, purchase
package deals through foreign travel
agents and fly to Havana via a third
country, such as Mexico, the
Bahamas or Canada. Their

expenditures once in Cuba are illegal,
and they risk fines or imprisonment.

The cost of our trip was about
$1,000 each for a week, booked
through Havanatur, in the Bahamas
(800-645-1179). For more information
about restrictions on travel to Cuba,
contact the U.S. Treasury
Department (www.treas.gov/ofac;
202-622-2480).
LODGING As part of your
package deal, you may be able to
choose your hotel. Here are some
good options: Hotel Nacional, where
we stayed, is a large, gracious
Colonial-era hotel; Golden Tulip is
the newest luxury hotel, with a
spectacular rooftop pool and
panoramic views; and Hotel Santa
Isabel is a graceful, 18th-century
former convent in Old Havana.
BARS AND RESTAURANTS
Two fabled bar/restaurants are Ernest
Hemingway’s hangout, La Bodeguita
del Medio, and El Floridita, where the
daiquiri was invented. Restaurante La
Guarida and La Cocina de Lilliam are
two of the many wonderful
restaurants, called paladares, in
private homes (ask at your hotel for
directions and a cab to take you to
the one you’d like to try). 
SHOPPING Other than rum 
and tourist trinkets, there are almost
no manufactured goods to buy in
Cuba. But the art for sale at the
open-air market in Old Havana is
superb. Of the six wonderful
paintings I purchased, the most
expensive was just $45. 

HAVANA BOUND


