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Esquina Caliente, the “Hot Corner,” is the turnoff from 10 de Octubre onto Luz, the street of my mother’s home.

hen the chance came to travel to Cuba this summer, I
didn’t hesitate. As a freelance photographer, I knew this
was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up, not only from the
educational and professional aspects, but for the chance to
connect with a land that had only been a myth for me.
After spending my childhood hearing stories about Cuba
from my parents, grandparents, and other relatives, I had no
idea what I would find 54 years later, as the first person in my
family to return after the revolution. I had no idea I would feel
so happy to finally meet their Cuba, and so sad to have to leave
her again.
I am a first-generation Cuban American. My mother left
Cuba with her family in 1961, when she was barely 17. She never
graduated high school. I lost her 25 years ago to cancer, when I

was 20. I yearned to see where she’d grown up, the Havana my
family always thought of as home.
While the details are hazy for me, with only limited family
left to ask, I do know that my mother’s family grew tobacco on a
farm on the outskirts of Havana. They had come from Spain with
very little, only a generation or two before, and ended up growing
tobacco for sale to cigar giant H. Upmann.
I knew from my grandmother’s carefully crafted photo albums
that they lived in an apartment when my mother was a baby, then
moved to a house shortly before my uncle was born in 1948.
My great-grandparents lived on the family farm, and the
extended family would spend each Sunday there after church.
My grandparents frequented the Tropicana and Sloppy Joe’s,
and the entire family would take trips to the beach at Varadero.

Continued on page 26
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Neighbors Isabel, age 87, and daughter Clara, who was a
childhood friend of my Uncle Pepin.

My mother’s house from 1948 to 1961, when her family left Cuba after their farm was
nationalized.

y wife Anne, our friend Tim Hossler, our
guide Alexis Santos Cárdenas (a young man
who’d recently quit his job as a waiter in a
tourist restaurant in Cathedral Square to start his
own tour guide company), and I were searching for
the house where my mother had lived from when she
was four years old until her family left Cuba. I had
an old address, but the street name had changed after
the revolution.
Luckily my aunt was able to find the approximate
location on Google Maps. Watching her sit at her dining
room table trying to find the house 54 years later was
more of a narrative of their daily lives. With her finger,
she followed the street 10 de Octubre, and pointed out
the movie theater they had frequented, the church they
attended on Sunday, the route they walked to school,
and she came to a turn and said the house was at the top
of the hill next to an empty lot.
Municipio 10 de Octubre, south of the city center,
cannot be considered a tourist destination in Havana.

My mother Silvia (left), and her siblings Pepin and Sara, in 1948.
Continued on page 28
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A sweeping view of Havana from the roof of my mother’s home on Luz.

e walked more than a mile through the devastated neighborhood, which
once had several movie theaters and a busy upscale shopping district. Now
the theaters were abandoned and the shops were either shuttered or only selling a minimum of merchandise. We found the street my aunt pointed out, Luz,
and walked the few blocks to the top of the hill. I knew the house right away. I had
grown up looking at photos of my mom, her brother, and sister playing on the front
porch, posing in costumes or their Sunday best.
It was an odd two-story building with a variety of unrelated architectural details,
which seemed a little out of place in the context of the once stately neighborhood. Each
floor was a separate apartment, and the house had a distinctive stone gate with volutes at
each end. The house had also been painted in fits and stops; a splash of green here, rosy
peach around there, and the elaborate ironwork painted a rainbow, perhaps by a child.
I had brought copies of my grandmother’s photos, trying to choose images that
showed details of the house and the neighborhood. The power of these photos, once
I had reached the house, was much more than I anticipated. They were not pristine
architectural photographs, such as I’m used to shooting for clients, but memories I
could now share in as I stood in front of the house.

I was nearly overwhelmed standing on that front porch. As I went about taking photographs mechanically, trying not to let myself fall into the emotions I was feeling, people
buzzed about the neighborhood, wondering what we were doing. They were milling about and
watching, but no one approached me at first. Alexis had mentioned that many Cubans were
wary of exiles returning to the island and trying to reclaim properties that had been confiscated by the Castro regime after the shift in relations between the United States and Cuba.
The man who lived in the second story of the house came out shortly, and I showed
him the old photographs. He invited us up to his apartment for the view from the roof.
You could see all the way to the Straits of Florida and the harbor to the east. Havana
was spread out in front of us like the textured gypsy skirt my mother had worn in a few
of the old costume photos.
As we went back downstairs, a woman came out of the house next door and asked me
if I’d known someone who had lived there. I hesitated and said yes. She asked me what their
name was, and when I responded Toraño, the look on her face told me she knew them. Her
name was Clara, and she had played with my Uncle Pepin when they were young children.
She said he was her first boyfriend and she used to tease him by singing him songs. She
asked about my mother, and I shared that she had passed away 25 years ago.
Continued on page 30
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The wave-and-circle pattern of the balcony railing on San Nicolás, where my mother lived as an infant.

lost any composure I had been able to maintain, and we both began to cry. She
sweetly asked us to come up to her apartment for coffee and to meet her mother,
Isabel. Clara had only recently returned to the neighborhood to take care of her
mother, who had stayed in the same apartment all these years. Isabel was a lively
87, and she talked about watching my grandfather’s car turn into the driveway and
seeing him dressed in his riding clothes after a long workday at the finca.
She talked about the neighborhood as it had been back then; the street was so
prized that large trucks were not allowed to drive up the hill and damage the pavement, and you had to pass a security guard to visit friends who lived there.
Spending these few short minutes with Clara and Isabel was very special to
me. I realized I hadn’t felt this close to my mother in many years. They made my
mother and grandparents come alive for me and gave me a window into their lives
before the revolution.
Late the next afternoon, Tim, Anne, and I set off to look for the Central Havana
apartment my mother lived in when she was an infant. My aunt, who is a few years older
than my mother, knew it was on San Nicolás and she could remember that as a child they
walked to Parque Central with their maternal grandmother. After looking at a map, I had
a vague idea of the amount of area we would have to cover to try to find it; to be on the
safe side, we started a block from the Malecón and walked toward El Barrio Chino.

Again, I had help from my grandmother’s photo albums: an adorable baby
picture of my mother, about six months old, kicking her chubby baby legs while
on a paisley couch cushion on the balcony of the apartment. A distinctive iron
railing with a circle-and-wave pattern was in the background, and you could
even make out a neighboring building’s balustrade.
We went block by block, studying buildings for the matching pattern. Each
building had unique railings — no two were repeated as we searched.
We walked and walked up San Nicolás, but nothing matched, and we were way past
the markings I had made on the map. Anne joked that it would be on the next block after
we gave up. And when she was ready to give up, just before we would have had to cross
Avenida Simón Bolívar, a busy four-lane road (and I use the word “lane” loosely — traffic
in Havana has its own patterns, and lanes aren’t one of them), she peered as far down the
next block as she could see and said it wasn’t there. It seemed like most of the buildings
had concrete balustrades on the balconies.
I followed her a few steps and peered myself, and suddenly in the distance, up
high, a bright ray of late-afternoon sunlight lit up the circle-and-wave railing we’d
been searching for. This was the balcony my infant mother had been posed on so
frequently! It felt like my mom showed it to me with the light, just as we were about
to turn around.

Continued on page 32
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My mother as an infant, with the distinctive
balcony railing in the background.

s was my experience in most of Havana, the
street was very active, with people sitting outside
and chatting. The Art Deco building was surprisingly tall, and from clues in the photo, we could see
that they had lived on the top floor. The current residents
had a little shop window on the first floor. I spoke to the
man who lived there and showed him my mother’s baby
photo. He told me an elderly woman, Ana, lived in the
apartment. He immediately started calling out to her to
try to get her attention, “Ana! Ana! Ana!”
When that didn’t work, he picked up pebbles
from the street and tossed them up at her apartment.
Ping! Ping! Ping! He was a very good shot, but Ana
didn’t appear. He continued his efforts while people
everywhere along the street stopped their conversations to remind him that Ana was deaf and couldn’t
possibly hear him. By now, it appeared that everyone
on the street had gotten involved.
As it turns out, they were right. It wasn’t likely
that Ana was going to make an appearance, and as we
started to walk away, the neighbors all seemed sorry I
didn’t get to see the apartment, but reminded me in a
very familiar way that they had warned me she was deaf.

The apartment building we spent hours searching for on San Nicolás.
Continued on page 34
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My grandparents’ house at the finca outside Havana, where some acreage was confiscated for use by the Instituto de Investigaciones del Tabaco.

A road leads up to the finca, where my grandfather,
José Toraño, grew tobacco for H. Uppman.
After the emotional impact of the Luz house the day before, I
was surprised by the laughter and joy I felt in finding 663 San
Nicolás and the antics of the street.
e had set aside an afternoon to look for my grandfather’s tobacco farm. My aunt didn’t have an address and
could only generally point out on Google Maps where she
thought it was. Our only clue was that my aunt had heard that
the farm had been turned into the Instituto de Investigaciones

An old photo of my grandfather in his riding gear
(right) speaking with an unidentified associate in
front of curing tobacco.
del Tabaco after it was nationalized by the government, and
that the institute’s own website stated it had been land owned
by my grandfather, José Toraño.
Unfortunately the address of the institute was just a kilometer number on a highway that wasn’t well known. With
Alexis, and Vladimir Eng, the driver Alexis had arranged for
the day, we drove southwest out of Havana and into the countryside. In the U.S., we’re used to having GPS directions in our
hands at all times. In Cuba, when you’re looking for a place,
you just stop and ask directions from each person you pass.

Continued on page 36
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An old family photograph at the finca shows my mother, Aunt
Sara, Uncle Pepin, and their nurse.

The wraparound front porch looks unchanged from old family photos (right),
with its glistening tiles, low banister, and row of columns.

e drove for more than an hour, stopping numerous times to ask
directions, and eventually we arrived at the gates of the institute.
As we realized that this was probably not the right place and we were
not going to be allowed inside anyhow, a guard suggested we try asking at
the small village up the road. One of the men at the bus stop in the village
thought that the Toraño farm would have been back up the main road, off of
El Rincón. Off we went again, passing more horse-and-buggies than cars.
Suddenly Vladimir turned down a dirt driveway, saying the house
he’d seen at the end looked like one of the photos. Once we were closer, we
could tell it wasn’t the right house, but Vladimir wanted to ask anyway. We
were all tired, hungry, and very hot, and I think without Vladimir’s enthusiasm we would have accepted defeat.
An elderly man, Ramón, came outside and told us he knew the Toraño
farm very well. His sister Rosa worked as the cook at a restaurant right next
door. Ramón told us to head north a few kilometers, and east to Le Ceiba. He
sent us on our way, with a callout to say hello to his sister.
Back in the car for about ten minutes, we slowed as we found the restaurant Ramón had mentioned. Vladimir pulled into a driveway that led to
a palm tree-lined red dirt road and past a distant farmhouse. The gate was
locked, but Alexis found a worker who said he would get the man who lived
in the farmhouse to come talk to us.
Alexis had concocted a story that we were a Canadian film crew
scouting out locations for a documentary on Cuban tobacco farms — just
in case. Alexis told me to start taking as many pictures as I could, because we were likely to be told to be on our way, as had happened earlier
in the day at the institute.
Finally an older man approached the gate, wearing a straw hat and with
a machete hanging off his belt that he leaned on constantly. I don’t know if
he believed our story about being a Canadian film crew, but he didn’t have
the key to the gate and told us that to get into the property, we’d need to walk
through the restaurant and then follow the road behind it, which would lead
us around to the house. He met us in front, and once we were close up, we
knew for sure we had finally, almost unbelievably, found the family finca.
Continued on page 38
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At the rear of the house lies the old dining room, with beautiful tiles and
high ceilings.

“Mi casa, tu casa,” said the current
occupant of my family’s house. I
had to smile at the irony.
38

The red dirt fields behind the farm house lie along a palm-lined road.
Old farm buildings remain on the family site.

he wrap-around front porch appeared exactly as
in my family photos; wide and long with a low
wooden banister, a beautiful Cuban tile floor, and an
old rocking chair. The front door was open. From the
living room, a long hallway led to several bedrooms,
ending in a large dining room with a small table in
the center. There was a hot plate in the kitchen with
a large pot simmering a mango marmalade that was
quite familiar to me, a childhood favorite I haven’t
had in many years.
I wandered into a couple of the bedrooms. When
I reached the front bedroom, I startled, and was mutually startled by, a woman who was tidying up. I quickly
apologized for intruding and she told me she didn’t mind,
but she was sorry the house was such a mess. It wasn’t.
I made my way toward the rear of the farm, recognizing buildings here and there from the old photos. I
was happy to see a few pigs wandering around, as pigs
had been my grandfather’s favorite animal. At the end
of the main road was a large gate, and just outside it a
vast expanse of fields deep with bright red soil.
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I approached the man, whose name I never did
catch, and thanked him for letting us see the farm.
I told him the mango marmalade inside the kitchen
smelled delicious. I wasn’t sure if he was offended that
I had been in every room of the house, but he told me
to wait right there and went inside. He returned with a
couple of the largest mangoes I’ve ever seen and gave
them to me. He told me he’d made sure to select the
ripest ones so that I could enjoy them before I left.
Although we had stuck to our film scout story, I
felt he knew what was really going on after having seen
the old family photos. He told me to return whenever I
wanted, and I told him he’d been very kind. He shook
his head as if to brush it off.
“Mi casa, tu casa,” he said, looking me square in
the eye. All I could do was smile at the irony.
On our way out, I did stop to tell Rosa that Ramón
sent his saludos, and she made us all dinner. It was one
of the best meals I had in Cuba.
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