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The following talk was given on Saturday, June 11, 2005, at the 4th National Summit on Cuba, held in Mobile, Alabama.  Tropical Storm Arlene, having swept by Cuba a day earlier, rapidly approached the Gulf Coast during the proceedings.
Over the past ten years many new organizations have become involved in an effort to promote relations between the U.S. and Cuba.  Such groups, including U.S.-Cuba Sister Cities Association, the Americans for Humanitarian Trade with Cuba, U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and others, are clamoring that a change in policy is overdue.   Included in this ever-growing group is Mobile, Alabama, a politically and religiously conservative port city on the Gulf Coast.  When Mobile became a sister city with Havana in 1993, many people throughout the United States were surprised.  They asked:  What does Mobile have to do with Cuba?  
In 1993 Jay Higginbotham, City of Mobile archivist, traveled to Havana and did the unthinkable:  he proposed that Havana and Mobile become sister cities.  Havana enthusiastically agreed to the association as too did Mobile’s mayor and city council.  The “twinning” occurred later that year—the first such sister city relationship between the United States and Cuba.  The Society hosted the first of many Cuba conferences early in 1994, attracting attention from a puzzled media, and eliciting dismay from many Cuban Americans in Florida.  Speakers at the first conference included a representative from the State Department and Alfonso Fraga, chief of the Cuban Interests Section.
  The meeting focused on the political and historical ties between the two nations.  Lively debate ensued, including a confrontation between Mobile’s mayor and rowdy group of Floridians shouting “traitor.”

Mobile and Havana’s intertwined histories date back more than 300 years.  Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville explored this region of the world in 1698 and founded Mobile in 1702, making it the first capital of French Louisiana.  Iberville initiated strong ties between Alabama and Cuba.  He died a few years later in Havana, where he is buried.  A statue of Iberville overlooks the Mobile river—the nine foot tall, 1500 pound bronze statue displays Iberville resolutely gazing toward Havana.  Obversely, there is a duplicate statue of Iberville on the Malecón gazing back to Mobile. 

Throughout much of the last three centuries both cities have been active trading partners.  Cotton, timber, paper, and rice were shipped through Mobile’s port.  Cuba sold tobacco, minerals, and sugar to its northern trading partner.  Much-needed supplies were shipped out of Havana to Mobile during the Civil War.  Mobile reciprocated with assistance during the Spanish-American war.  But more than trade occurred between the two cities.  When a Spring Hill College student in Mobile returned home to Cuba in 1864, he brought a baseball and bat, initiating Cuba’s intense love of the game.  In 1897 Mobilian Dr. William Crawford Gorgas collaborated with Cuba’s Dr. Carlos Finlay to discover the cause of yellow fever, which had already killed countless victims over the centuries.  Together the doctors discovered that the Stegomyia mosquito was the source of the epidemic.  Within months the “ancient scourge” was eradicated.  Throughout the years the friendship prospered between the two cities until relations officially ceased in 1961.

Since Higginbotham’s historic trip to Havana in 1993, the Society has promoted great interest in Cuba throughout Alabama and the Gulf Coast.  Thus far, nearly 400 Americans have traveled to Cuba as part of 69 exchanges.  Mobile has hosted visits of Havana’s city planner, the Cuban Methodist archbishop, physicians, environmental specialists and SHALOM, the ecumenical choir of Cuba. Cuban officials from Havana and the Interests Section in Washington, D.C. periodically visit Mobile (with the FBI in tow).  Mobile’s mayor continues to lead delegations to Havana.  

American scientists and physicians interact with their respective colleagues in Cuba—exchanging information on medical techniques and medicines.  The two port cities share information on environmental issues, in particular issues relating to water pollution.  Christians and Jews alike have traveled to the island to meet with their counterparts.  The Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce and State Port Authority made initial connections with Cuba through the Society and are now actively pursuing trade deals with Cuba.

During the Clinton administration, people-to-people exchanges were supported.  It was not difficult for academics, sister cities, cultural, and humanitarian groups to obtain a travel license from the Treasury Department.
  Hundreds of exchanges occurred during the 1990s.  Even after the Helms-Burton Act was passed in 1996, following the shooting down of the Brothers to the Rescue planes, interest groups could obtain licenses without much difficulty.  

Under normal circumstances sister cities are members of Sister Cities International (SCI), headquartered in Washington, D.C.  But nothing usual happens with Cuba.  Although SCI’s mission is to “promote peace through mutual respect, understanding, and cooperation, one individual, one community at a time,” its by-laws allowed it to recognize only sister cities in countries with which the United States maintained diplomatic relations.  To overcome this dilemma, the United States-Cuba Sister Cities Association (USCSCA) was formed in 1999.  It is an alliance of American cities and interested persons to promote cultural and educational exchanges.  Working with individuals and communities throughout the United States, USCSCA hopes to “gain enough leverage to affect a fundamental change in U.S. policy.”  USCSCA held its first annual meeting in Mobile later in the fall of 1999.  In attendance were sixty representatives from throughout the country.  Today, nineteen U.S. cities and one state have formal relations with Cuban cities.  Many more are close to twinning, and the association receives inquiries daily from Hawaii to Maine.

Throughout the years the Society Mobile-La Habana promoted a number of activities and exchanges.  These are a few examples:
· The Society hosted the Cuban Ecumenical Choir which performed at Dauphin Way Methodist Church, the Cathedral Basilica, Spring Hill College, and the City Council Chambers.

· The Society (in collaboration with Spring Hill College, the University of Mobile and the University of South Alabama) hosted a Cuba conference at the Mobile Public Library and the Holiday Inn.  In attendance were Alfonso Fraga, the Cuban ambassador to the U.S.; Rafael Dausa, deputy director to the United Nations; and two first secretaries, José Delgado and Bernado Toscano, as well as a Cuban scholar from Atlanta and a representative from the State Department.  

· Mobile hosted Dr. Eusebio Leal, Historian of Cuba.
· Reverend Joël Ajo, Methodist Bishop of Cuba visited Mobile.

· An art exchange program occurred between Dunbar Magnet School in Mobile and a Havana elementary school.  

· Jorge Carlos Betancourt, chief city planner of Havana, came to Mobile on an exchange program and studied Mobile’s infrastructure for three months.
· Dr. José Miller, president of La Patrinado Synagogue in Havana, visited Mobile and made several speeches.  
· Morty Potashnik took his first of group of Mobilians in February 1997 to Havana on his boat, the Fantasea.  The Fantasea made eleven more trips over the next three years, transporting as many delegations, and tons of medicines to Cuban hospitals.

· Dr. Bert Eichold, Mobile County Director of Public Health, hosted his Cuban counterpart, Dr. Lorenzo Somarriba López, and Dr. Jose L Fernandez Montequin.  The doctors were given several tours through Mobile hospitals, including the Searcy mental hospital in Mount Vernon.

· The Society hosted Dr. Louis Pérez, foremost scholar on Cuban history and politics, as well as Dr. Catherine Moses, former press secretary and official of the American Interests Section in Havana, and Dr. Jamie Spencer, professor of Spanish, Birmingham Southern.

· The Society’s members were instrumental in helping found the U.S.-Cuba Sister Cities Association (USCSCA).  The Association promotes the development of sister cities throughout the United States.  

· The Society participated in Mobile’s week-long Cuban Festival.  The Society arranged an art exhibit and assisted the Mobile Symphony, the Mobile Public Library and the Alabama Contemporary Dance Company with their Cuba-related programs.
Cubans who visit Mobile are interested in all aspects of life in the United States, including health care, environment, education, and…elevators.  A delegation of officials from Havana once asked if there were any elevator companies in town.  Havana has over 500 elevators, most of which are in a state of disrepair.  To our surprise we discovered that the headquarters of the trade publication Elevator World is in Mobile.  The Cubans were quite pleased.
In the fall of 2003 the Society hosted its 10th anniversary conference.  Teachers, lawyers, preachers, businesspeople, and Mobile’s mayor were quite interested in the conference.  So was the U.S. State Department.  Hours after the Mobile Register published a story announcing the conference, and that Cuba’s top diplomat in the U.S. was not permitted to attend, a State Department official called the newspaper and stated that the Society “may have strayed from its stated mission as a sister cities group.”
  The unnamed Washington official associated the Society with Oscar Redondo, former First Secretary of the Cuban Interests Section, who was expelled last year from the U.S. amid vague allegations of spying.  Suddenly a diverse group of Mobilians, hoping to further relations with the Cuban people, was connected to a network of spies and other nefarious anti-American activities.

Coincidentally, the same day the conference began, President Bush unveiled his new U.S. policy aimed at promoting “the arrival of a new, free, democratic Cuba.”  While resounding applause filled the Rose Garden, Bush harshly criticized the recent imprisonment of 75 Cuban dissidents.  To fully appreciate Bush’s criticisms one needs to understand that in the months leading up to April imprisonment of the dissidents, James Cason, chief of the U.S. Interests Section in Havana, vigorously traveled the island dispersing literature aimed at promoting an overthrow of the Castro government.  Cason met with many of the dissidents, sometimes quite publicly, and also distributed short wave radios and money.  The Cuban government responded with the arrests.

The State Department official who contacted the Register also insinuated, “the Mobile Society was believed to have agreed to a series of conditions set by the Fidel Castro regime.  Those conditions were said to include a public denouncement of the U.S. government’s policies regarding Cuba.”  Later that same day, the State Department backed away from its claim, leaving in its wake a stirred-up media, an angry mayor, and a reminder that U.S.–Cuba relations are anything but normal.
It is Mobile’s hope that others—particularly those in Washington, D.C.—learn to appreciate Cuban history and her people’s strong spirit of nationalism.  Since their founding, Cubans have attempted to identify and celebrate their nationality.  Today, we continue to witness the evolution of Cuba and realize, as Seymour Martin Lipset notes, that “Countries, like people, are not handed identities at birth but acquire them through the arduous process of ‘growing’ up.”

There was not a “Cuban” people when Columbus first saw the island in the fall of 1492, but rather the Arawak, Taíno, and Ciboney Indians.  Over time the Indians disappeared due to maltreatment, malnourishment, disease, and suicide.
  As Indians forced into labor the European colonists died off, they were replaced by hundreds of thousands of African slaves.  The slaves throughout the centuries intermingled with whites producing a population, today, of over 50% mulattos.  An important result of this intermingling is that many Cubans are highly conscious of race relations. 
Cuban identity is tied to the legacy of slavery and the endless rebellions that shook the island.  Once free from the bonds of slavery by the end of the 19th century, black and white Cubans yearned for freedom from Spain.  However, the Cubans also needed to contend with the expansionist tendencies of the United States.  Throughout the 1800s, the United States desired to incorporate Cuba into the American hegemony.  José Martí, among others, resisted such efforts.  He led the fight to secure independence of Cuba.  Martí’s struggle reflects the burning desire of all Cubans to secure independence. 
Visiting the island today, one continues to witness a strong nationalistic streak.  Cuban souls remain infused with an intense desire for liberty.  Many Cubans refuse to leave their homeland because they believe in the future.  What is surprising are not those who flee for financial or political betterment, but those who have the ability to leave and choose to stay.  

One can begin to see the significance of the 1959 revolution and the important role of Castro.  His appeals to “the people” in terms of nationalism and history strike an important chord.  Castro, exiled Cubans, and those who remained on the island after the revolution, find their source of inspiration, fervor and aspirations in the memory of José Martí.  The prevailing Cuban perspective is summed up as follows:  “We were dependent on the Spanish and then they left. We were dependent on the U.S. and then they left. We were dependent on the Soviets and then they left.  We are determined never to be dependent again!”
 
Mobile and Havana have much in common.  The two cities have again begun to appreciate their shared histories.  We shall continue to promote relations in the years to come and will also foster a deeper understanding each other’s cultures.  Hopefully, in the near future, the “wall” that separates our two countries will be dismantled and relegated to history.
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