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The narrative of displacement and the search for identity remains a cornerstone of historical fiction, particularly 

when viewed through the lens of the Cold War era. 90 Miles to Havana by Enrique Flores-Galbis is not merely a 

middle-grade novel; it is a semi-autobiographical artifact that captures the sociopolitical upheaval of the Cuban 

Revolution and the subsequent mass exodus known as Operation Pedro Pan. This article provides an in-depth 

technical analysis of the book’s historical context, literary structure, and its integration into modern educational 

frameworks like the Core Knowledge Language Arts (CKLA) curriculum.

Historical Context: The Genesis of Operation Pedro Pan

To understand the depth of Flores-Galbis’s work, one must first analyze the historical mechanics of Operation

Pedro Pan (Operación Pedro Pan). Between December 1960 and October 1962, approximately 14,048

unaccompanied Cuban minors were transported to the United States. This clandestine operation was a response

to the growing fear among Cuban parents that the revolutionary government, led by Fidel Castro, would revoke

parental rights and indoctrinate children in state-run military schools.

The Logistical Framework of the Exodus

The operation was a complex collaboration between the U.S. State Department and the Catholic Welfare Bureau. 

Under the direction of Monsignor Bryan O. Walsh, the program bypassed traditional visa requirements by utilizing

special waivers. This was a critical technical maneuver, as formal diplomatic relations between the U.S. and Cuba

were severed in January 1961.

•  Phase 1: Secret Coordination. Parents in Cuba worked with underground networks to secure flights.

•  Phase 2: The Havana-Miami Transit. Children traveled the 90-mile distance, often carrying only a small 

suitcase and limited currency.

•  Phase 3: Reception and Distribution. Upon arrival in Miami, children were sent to camps (like Camp 

Matecumbe) or foster homes across 35 states.

Thematic and Structural Analysis of the Narrative

In 90 Miles to Havana, Flores-Galbis utilizes a first-person perspective through the protagonist, Julian. The 

narrative is structured into three distinct movements: the collapse of domestic stability in Havana, the transition 

through the migrant camps in Miami, and the eventual quest for family reunification. This structure mirrors the 

Hero’s Journey but is grounded in the harsh realities of mid-century geopolitics.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework

The novel functions on several theoretical levels, primarily Post-Colonial Theory  and Identity Formation in Exile.

As Julian moves from a position of relative privilege in Havana to a state of "non-belonging" in a Florida camp, his

character arc represents the broader Cuban-American experience.



Thematic Element Narrative Execution Historical Correlation

Loss of Autonomy Julian’s brothers are separated or 
forced into leadership roles 
prematurely.

Breakdown of traditional family 
structures due to revolutionary 
mandates.

The Bully Dynamic The character of Caballo represents 
authoritarianism within the camp.

A micro-representation of the political 
climate in 1960s Cuba.

The Sea as a Barrier The 90-mile stretch of water is both a 
gateway and a prison.

The physical and symbolic divide 
between democracy and communism.

Technical Breakdown: The 90-Mile Calculation

The title of the book refers to the physical distance between Key West, Florida, and Havana, Cuba. From a

geographical and technical standpoint, this proximity is what defined the logistics of the migration. The "90-mile"

figure is actually an approximation; the distance from the Southernmost Point buoy in Key West to the Cuban coast

is roughly 94 statute miles (81.7 nautical miles).

Mathematical Displacement Modeling

In migration studies, we can model the flow of refugees using a simplified gravity model of migration, which posits

that the volume of migration is proportional to the population sizes of the two locations and inversely proportional to

the distance between them. In the case of 1961 Cuba:

M = k * (P1 * P2) / D

Where:M = Migration flowP1, P2 = Populations of Havana and Miami respectivelyD = Distance (90 miles)k=

Political friction coefficient (highly elevated in 1961 due to the Cold War)

The low value of Dmeant that even with a high political friction coefficient, the migration volume was substantial, as

seen in the 14,000+ children of Operation Pedro Pan.

Educational Integration: CKLA Unit 6 and Pedagogical Strategy

The inclusion of 90 Miles to Havana in the CKLA Grade 6 curriculum is a strategic choice designed to build 

background knowledge in historical fiction and global history. Educators use this text to meet specific Common 

Core State Standards (CCSS), particularly in analyzing how an author develops the point of view of the narrator or

speaker in a text.

Step-by-Step Instructional Workflow

1.  Front-loading Historical Context: Students are introduced to the Cuban Revolution and the basics of the Cold 

War.

2.  Character Mapping: Tracking Julian’s development from a protected child to a resourceful survivor.

3.  Linguistic Analysis: Examining the use of Spanish idioms and cultural markers that Flores-Galbis integrates 

to maintain authenticity.

4.  Comparative Literary Analysis: Comparing Julian’s experience with other refugee narratives, such as those 

from the Kindertransport or modern Syrian migration.

Comparative Analysis: Child Refugee Movements



To provide a broader technical context, it is helpful to compare Operation Pedro Pan with other historical child-

specific evacuations. This comparative matrix highlights the unique nature of the Cuban experience.



Metric Operation Pedro Pan 
(1960-62)

Kindertransport (1938-39) Operation Babylift (1975)

Total Children ~14,000 ~10,000 ~3,300

Primary Motivation Anti-communism / Political 
fear

Escape from Nazi 
persecution

End of Vietnam War / 
Orphan rescue

Primary Destination USA (Miami/Florida) United Kingdom USA, Australia, France, 
Canada

Legal Mechanism Visa Waivers (Catholic 
Welfare Bureau)

Temporary Travel 
Documents

Parole Authority 
(Presidential)

Case Study: The Impact of Displacement on Identity

A critical technical aspect of Flores-Galbis’s narrative is the portrayal of Acculturative Stress. In psychological

terms, Julian and his brothers undergo a rapid process of assimilation. The "system error" mentioned in some

digital archives of this book often refers to the breakdown of the traditional hierarchy when the oldest brother,

Gordo, cannot protect the younger ones in the camp environment.

Problem: The Breakdown of the Sibling Protection Unit

In many migrant families, the "Elder Sibling Buffer" is a critical survival mechanism. In the novel, this system fails

due to the authoritarian structure of the camp (enforced by the bully, Caballo) and the lack of adult supervision.

Solution and Resolution

Julian’s solution is not physical dominance, but social intelligence and resourcefulness. He utilizes his artistic

skills and his ability to navigate the camp’s informal economy to regain standing. This mirrors the real-world

experiences of Pedro Pan children who had to navigate the American foster care system without linguistic or

cultural precursors.

The Southernmost Point: Symbology and Geographic Reality

The Southernmost Point Buoyin Key West serves as a physical reminder of the book's title. While it is a tourist

landmark, in the context of Flores-Galbis’s work, it represents the "finish line" of a perilous journey. The buoy’s

inscription, "90 Miles to Cuba," is a constant reminder of the proximity of a world that, for many exiles, became

unreachable for decades.

Engineering and Maintenance of the Symbol

The buoy itself is a concrete-filled redirected sewer pipe, designed to withstand Category 5 hurricanes. This

technical durability serves as a metaphor for the Cuban-American community’s resilience. Despite the "90 miles" of

turbulent water, the cultural and familial ties remained structurally sound, much like the monument itself.

Literary Devices and Authorial Intent

Enrique Flores-Galbis employs specific literary techniques to enhance the educational value of the text:

•  Juxtaposition: The lush, vibrant descriptions of Havana are contrasted with the sterile, crowded conditions of 

the Miami camps.



•  Symbolism: The "small boat" represents the precarious nature of the refugees' lives.

•  Foreshadowing: Early revolutionary tensions in the streets of Havana set the stage for the total upheaval of 

Julian’s life.

The author’s intent is clearly twofold: to preserve the historical memory of the 14,000 children and to provide a

mirror for contemporary children facing similar displacements. By using his own life as the foundation, Flores-Galbis

ensures a level of technical accuracy regarding the sights, sounds, and psychological state of the 1961 exodus that

purely fictional accounts might lack.

Broader Implications: Historical Fiction as a Record

The significance of 90 Miles to Havanaextends beyond the classroom. It serves as a secondary historical source

that humanizes the data points of the Cold War. When we look at the "System error" or metadata associated with

the digital versions of this study material, it often points to the complex way we archive these stories today. The

transition from physical experience to written word, and then to digital CKLA curriculum units, ensures that the

specificities of Operation Pedro Pan are not lost to history.

As geopolitical tensions continue to create new waves of migration globally, the technical and emotional lessons

found in Julian’s 90-mile journey remain profoundly relevant. Understanding the mechanisms of past displacements

—from the logistical visa waivers to the psychological impact on unaccompanied minors—provides a roadmap for

handling modern humanitarian crises with greater empathy and structural efficiency. The legacy of the Pedro Pan

generation is a testament to the fact that while the distance may only be 90 miles, the journey of a thousand miles

begins with the courage to leave home for the unknown.
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