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Nurse’s memoir an exceptionally poignant reflection  
on AIDS, grieving, and personal discovery in Cuba 

 
BROOKLYN, New York – Compelled by her anti-war 
work with returning Vietnam veterans and her passion 
for social justice, Elena Schwolsky travels to the then 
forbidden island of Cuba in 1972 with a brigade of 
youthful volunteers to help build houses for workers and 
support the still young Cuban Revolution; a decision 
that would shape her life and ultimately lead her back to 
Cuba twenty years later, as she shares in her beautifully 
narrated new book Waking in Havana: A Memoir of 
AIDS and Healing in Cuba (Nov. 12, 2019, She Writes 
Press). 
 
Elena returns to the island–– a pediatric AIDS nurse 
weary from the constant loss and sorrow surrounding 
her work, a grieving widow dealing with the death of 
her husband -- himself a victim of the disease, and a 
lifelong activist hoping to reconnect with the resilient 
spirit she felt as a young ‘brigadista’. The author takes 
readers along through her humorous attempts to 
navigate this very different culture—into Havana’s controversial AIDS sanatorium and the lives 
of the generous, opinionated and passionate Cubans who become her family and help her to heal. 
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ELENA SCHWOLSKY, RN, MPH, is a nurse, community 
health educator, activist, and writer who spent a decade as a 
pediatric nurse at the height of the AIDS epidemic. She has 
trained AIDS educators in Cuba and Tanzania and currently 
teaches community health workers in diverse urban 
neighborhoods in New York City. Her essays have appeared 
in The American Journal of Nursing and The Veteran, and 
her work has been included in the anthologies Storied 
Dishes: What Our Family Recipes Tell Us About Who We 
Are and Where We’ve Been and Reflections on Nursing: 80 
inspiring stories on the art and science of nursing. A 
chapter she co-wrote appears in the textbook Children, 
Families and AIDS: Psychosocial and Therapeutic Issues. 

Schwolsky is the recipient of a writing award from the Barbara Deming Money for Women Fund 
and is proud to be recognized as the madrina (godmother) of Proyecto Memorias, the Cuban 
AIDS Quilt project. 
 

 
In an interview, Elena Schwolsky can discuss: 

● Her unique experience of AIDS as a nurse, spouse, caregiver and widow 
● Dealing with grief and the healing process after losing someone to AIDS 
● What drew her to Cuba as a young mother and what called her back in 

a time of loss and transition 
● The humanitarian exchange created in Cuba that transcends travel 

bans and international politics  
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An Interview with 
Elena Schwolsky 

 
You made an incredibly difficult decision as a young mother to leave your child with his 
father and move to Cuba to support the Cuban revolution. How did that decision shape 
who you are today? 
Looking back on my decision with the wisdom of 70+ years, I can see that I didn’t fully 
appreciate how long 3 months was in the life of a young child or perhaps I would have made a 
different choice. In the wake of a painful divorce, I was very excited about the opportunity to put 
my beliefs about social justice into action by supporting the young Cuban revolution through 
joining this work brigade. Living and working with a diverse group of 140 other young 
Americans, being guided by Cuban workers who were building a new society, working with my 
hands to help build 8 new cinderblock houses for Cuban families––it was an unforgettable and 
transformative experience. I returned fully committed to a life of activism to create social change 
in our country and have never retreated from or regretted that decision. When I came back my 
son was talking in sentences––I missed the beginnings of that new development––and I’m sure 
he has his own story to tell. 
  
How was the Cuban culture and environment different when you returned later in life?   
Cuba is a place that can seem frozen in time--cars from the 40’s and 50’s dotting the roads, an 
environment unmarred by commercial billboards or decades of heavy tourism, no 24 hour news 
cycle blaring from TV screens. At the same time, the culture of the island is constantly changing 
and evolving--the newest addition being cell phones, wifi and social networks. A few things that 
remain constant, and that I appreciate greatly, are the warmth and generosity of the people and 
the commitment to collective well-being. Cuba faces serious challenges, many imposed by our 
own government’s economic embargo and travel ban, but the resilient and inventive spirit of the 
people persists. 
 
Through your work as a nurse, you have been a caregiver to countless people. How did that 
affect how you cared for your husband?  
I often thought of it as an invisible line we crossed--when AIDS came home. In the early years, 
because of stigma, when hospital staff knew I was a nurse they left me to care for my husband. 
That was hard. I just wanted to be his wife. And my professional knowledge of the disease  
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sometimes led me to worry more--to watch for every little symptom. On the flip side, my 
personal experience made me more compassionate and empathetic with the families I cared for. I 
had walked, was walking, in their shoes. 
 
Why was it important for you to tell not only your story but also the story of Cubans living 
with AIDS? 
Actually the book began as a way to tell the Cuban stories, to illuminate Cuba’s experience with 
AIDS which is unique in the world because of the creation of AIDS sanatoriums to prevent a 
widespread epidemic. And because I believe that the stories of people living with AIDS in other 
parts of the world are important to our understanding of this global epidemic. As I wrote, I began 
to see that my lens as the narrator of the story was important and decided to weave in my own 
experience. That turned out to be the biggest challenge of the writing process. 
 
What advice do you have for those who have lost a loved one and are grieving and healing? 
One thing I learned is that everyone grieves this kind of a loss in their own way and in their own 
time. Don’t let people rush you or tell you how you should be feeling. Grieving the loss of 
someone to AIDS is often complicated by stigma. I attended a bereavement support group after 
my husband’s death and left after one session because we were asked to talk about how our 
loved ones died. After a round of responses like “cancer,” “stroke,” “heart attack,” “diabetes,” I 
said “AIDS” and every head turned to look at me with surprise. Finding my voice to speak and 
write about it was important to my healing process, and finding a way to turn my grief into 
action. That’s why my return to Cuba was so significant for me. 
 
 
Social Media links: 
www.wakinginhavana.com 
www.linkedin.com/in/elena-schwolsky-fitch-94194312 
www.shewrites.com/profile/ElenaSchwolsky 
ElenaSchwolsky@eschwolsky.com (twitter) 
Elena Schwolsky Author Page (Facebook) 
 
Waking in Havana is published by She Writes Press and available at: 
Indiebound.org 
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Advance Praise for Waking in Havana:  
 
 
Elena Schwolsky has written a remarkable memoir of a life dedicated to struggle and service. 
Her stories - from the front lines of the AIDS pandemic - are heartbreaking and profoundly 
inspirational. From Newark to Havana, Elena shares stories of great poignancy, humor and 
deep insight as she evolves from idealistic and passionate young woman to seasoned and 
practical veteran of the movement. Schwolsky never describes herself as a hero, but she most 
certainly is one.  
   Cleve Jones, author of When We Rise: My Life in the Movement  
   and founder of the AIDS Memorial Quilt  
 
Waking in Havana will awaken readers to the extraordinary ways that cultural bridges can 
create understanding and reciprocity between Cubans and Americans, even on issues as 
complex as the AIDS crisis. Elena Schwolsky is a unique "yuma" in Havana who gives back 
more than she receives, revealing how Cuba opened her heart in unexpected ways.  
   Ruth Behar, author of Lucky Broken Girl and professor of   
   Anthropology at the University of Michigan.  
 
Waking in Havana explores territory few dare to tread. Set in turbulent times where Cold War 
Cuba meets the AIDS crisis, Schwolsky succeeds in crafting a deeply intimate tale of grief and 
healing – hers and others – while immersed in a foreign (and often contradictory) culture. 
Charting an uncertain course from her home in New York to the AIDS sanatorium in Havana, 
the author reveals a chapter in Cuban history largely hidden from outsiders. Schwolsky’s 
memoir probes thorny issues including survivor’s guilt, acculturation, bias, and addiction through 
painstaking prose full of the humanity, solidarity, creativity and humor for which Cubans are 
known. This firsthand account from the frontlines of Cuba’s AIDS program is guaranteed to 
make readers laugh and cry – much like the misunderstood island the author grew to know and 
love.  
   Conner Gorry, author of 100 Places in Cuba Every Woman   
   Should Go and manager of Cuba Libro, Havana’s only English   
   language bookstore 
 
Like Elena Schwolsky, I was a nurse in the broken heart of an American city during the 1980s 
and 90s and witnessed the effects of HIV and AIDS on the families I cared for and the larger 
community. Having worked for two years in Brazil, I could also appreciate the challenges she  
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faced entering another culture and learning a new language. So yes, I was drawn to the theme. 
But reading this very personal and compelling memoir, I kept thinking of a line from Mary 
Oliver’s poem, “The Summer Day”: Tell me, what is it you plan to do / with your one wild and 
precious life? In Waking in Havana, Schwolsky tells us what she has done with hers. Trust me, 
you will want to find out.  
   Veneta Masson, RN, MA Author of Clinician’s Guide to the Soul  
 
 
With warmth, humor, and endless compassion, Elena Schwolsky has created a remarkable and 
timely memoir. Waking In Havana brings us intimately along Schwolsky's path to healing from 
her husband Clarence's death from AIDS, which winds right through the unforgettable world of a 
1990s Cuban AIDS sanitarium. This book reinforces the importance of the stories of people that 
society too often cast aside -- not just to prevent others from dehumanizing the most vulnerable, 
but because of how much all of us gain through connecting to each other. 
 
   Aaron Zimmerman, Executive Director of the NY Writers    
   Coalition and author of by the time you read this, you might be   
   dead 
 
 
If you have any interest in the global fight against HIV/AIDS, or in how the disease impacts the 
families/friends/communities of those infected, or are curious about life in Cuba, or want to know 
more about U.S./Cuban relations, then this is a book you need to read. The author’s loving 
descriptions of people whose lives have been directly and intimately impacted by HIV/AIDS 
humanizes the meaning of this epidemic. It is more than just telling their stories, it is the rich 
attention to detail and nuance that help us feel as if we’ve met these folks and they are now our 
friends as well. In the honest and moving sharing of her own story, Schwolsky sheds new light 
on how public health policies, cultural norms and challenges to old ways of thinking are all part 
of the fight to save lives and the struggle for a better world. 
   Leslie Cagan, lifelong social justice organizer, former National   
   Coordinator of United For Peace and Justice (UFPJ), and    
   founder/coordinator of the Cuba Information Project. 
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Waking in Havana, reflects the deep roots of Elena Schwolsky’s relationship with HIV/AIDS in 
her personal and family experience, which is why she took part with Cuban solidarity activists, 
people infected with HIV, as well as professionals in AIDS prevention activities in Cuba .  
Through the stories of patients at the AIDS Sanitoriam, the author tells the painful story of a 
hard stage at the beginning of the epidemic in Cuba, which reflects the anguish of living with 
HIV/AIDS in those early years. Waking in Havana provides a valuable record of this 
experience, as well as the evolution of the program to its current form, where all patients live, 
study, work and receive medical attention in their respective communities.  
   Dr. Jorge Perez Avila Profesor Consultante Instituto de Medicina   
   Tropical (IPK) and author of A doctor and his patients talk about  
   AIDS  in Cuba  
 
Waking in Havana: A Memoir of AIDS and Healing in Cuba provides a personal and timely 
look at Cuba’s HIV/AIDS program. The author was my guide during an unforgettable visit to this 
beautiful island at the beginning of the pediatric HIV epidemic. The exchange she writes about 
so vividly is a powerful example of the cooperation and learning that is such an important part of 
the global fight to prevent HIV/AIDS and provide the best possible care to those who are living 
with this disease.  
   James M. Oleske, MD, MPH, Director, Division of Pediatric   
   Allergy, Immunology and Infectious Diseases, Rutgers-New Jersey  
   Medical School  
 
I was intrigued from the first paragraph of this engrossing memoir. Living on a rural hippie 
commune? Wielding a machete with Cuban revolutionaries? Elena Schwolsky is a woman 
whose idealism and courage led to her involvement in some of the emblematic events of her 
time. Educated by the civil rights and women’s movements, inspired by the activism of the 60’s, 
she became a nurse who experienced the tragedy of the AIDS epidemic personally while 
addressing it professionally.  
Her early connection with the Cuban people later drew her back to the island and her accounts 
of her work and relationships there humanize a culture unknown to many of us. Elena could be 
your friend, or mine, telling us about a life propelled by courage, love and hard work. Read her 
story!  
   Alison Moed Palercio RN MSN Former Nurse Manager, AIDS   
   Unit, SF General Hospital Featured in film “5B,” about the first   
   hospital unit in the world dedicated to AIDS care  
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Waking in Havana is a captivating and unique first hand account of a health care provider's 
experiences with HIV/AIDS across geographic and temporal distances.  In the re-telling of her 
experiences, Schwolsky has woven together a vivid tapestry using threads made of moments and 
memories from a life full of of encounters caring for those affected and infected with HIV/AIDS, 
both as a nurse and as a citizen of the world.  While exploring the implications of health policy 
and social perspectives that shaped the response to the epidemic in two different countries, she 
courageously writes critically of herself and the systems she engaged with in her endeavors to 
provide care to those in need and address the social injustices that shaped the delivery of their 
care.  By bearing witness to the lives touched by this illness, through interviews, photographs, 
and remembered conversations, Schwolsky represents the complexity of personal accounts and 
shared experiences that patients, providers, family members, and caregivers all navigated during 
a time of great uncertainty, with a deep respect for their stories as well as their intersection with 
her own.  Waking in Havana takes readers on a journey that mirrors the author's, across oceans 
and time, expanding our awareness of the historical significance of HIV/AIDS beyond U.S 
borders while demonstrating the legacy of its policies and their impact on the response to calls 
for action then and now.   
 
   Mario de la Cruz, MS, Associate Director, Division of Narrative   
   Medicine, Department of Medical Humanities and Ethics,    
   Columbia University 
 
 
 
 
 


