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HAVANA, CUBA — It all seems a 
little surreal.

From the darkened wings of Ha-
vana’s National Theater Ariel Ser-
rano stares toward the brightly-lit 
stage, where the finalists in the 
XII Concurso Internacional para 
Jóvenes Estudiantes de Ballet, an 
international ballet competition for 
aspiring student dancers, are await-
ing the announcement of the medal 
winners.

Seated among them is his 17-year-
old son, Francisco, the only Ameri-
can ever to participate in the April 
event. With a long and lean ballet 
body, a conversational grasp of 
Spanish and the curly, black hair and 
cafe con leche coloring of his her-
itage, he seamlessly blends in with 
the other dancers, who are all from 
Cuba or Mexico.

Oh Panchito, m’ijo, Serrano is 
thinking, murmuring a diminutive of 
the nickname his wife gave their el-

dest child as an infant. How can this 
be? Are we really here — aquí, en La 
Habana? Is that you on the stage, or 
is it me?

Serrano scrubs his face with his 
hands as if to wash away the sheen 
of disbelief. His thick fingers clench 
and release, clench and release. He 
is sweating in his black Ralph Lau-
ren polo shirt, though the backstage 
area is one of the few over air-con-
ditioned spots in this hot and con-
gested city.

At the front of the house, perched 
on one of the hundreds of fraying 
cloth seats in a theater that has seen 
better days, Serrano’s wife, Wilmian 
Hernandez, makes small talk with 
her sister, Magaley. A week of es-
corting a half-dozen students from 
the Sarasota ballet school she and 
her husband founded, of waiting in 
endless lines to renew her Cuban 
passport, and of dealing with Hava-
na’s traffic, pollution and chaos has 
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left fatigue etched on her eternally 
cheerful face.

§§

She is thinking back to that day, 
four years earlier, when her son 
asked if he could take up ballet, the 
art that propelled his parents from 
this Caribbean island to the United 
States more than two decades ago. 
Francisco was 13; she had started 
her own training at 8. Her husband, 
watching his son try in vain to touch 
his toes, told her firmly: “No, Wil-
mian. It is no good. He doesn’t have 
it.”

She believed otherwise. This was 
her only son, the one she had nick-
named “Panchi” because “Pancho” 
– the usual Cuban nickname for 

Francisco – seemed too big for such 
a slight, sweet and subdued boy.

Now seated on a folding chair in 
the back row, behind dozens of his 
dancing peers, Francisco wonders 
why he is here — in this strange mo-
ment, on this foreign stage, in this 
country that is both his and not his. 
Why is he sitting alongside all of 
these dancers who are more experi-
enced, more at ease, more “into it,” 
in a way he can’t begin to put into 
words?

Why did they ask him to dance 
tonight, at this final gala? Could this 
mean he has actually won some-
thing? That can’t be, he tells himself, 
tamping down a quiver of expecta-
tion, hoping he is mistaken. Because 
as much as he doesn’t like competi-
tions, he does love performing.

Francisco Serrano, 17, an aspiring ballet dancer from Sarasota, performs at Havana’s National Theater 
during an international ballet competition in Cuba, the land of his parents’ birth. Though he has been 
dancing only four years, Serrano recently won a full scholarship to the Royal Ballet School in London.  
STAFF PHOTO / ELAINE LITHERLAND



And maybe...
Just maybe, when I do my varia-

tion tonight, I will throw in that step 
at the end, a step no one, not even 
my father, is anticipating, he thinks. 
Maybe they will clap for me as they 
did last night — that thunderous 
rhythmic, unison pounding that 
Cuban audiences reserve for their 
favorites. He’d felt like running back 
on stage for a second bow when it 
happened, wishing he could scoop 
up the ephemeral weight of the ac-
colades in his upturned palms.

Ramona de Sáa, the director of the 
Cuban National Ballet School and 
Ariel Serrano’s former teacher, steps 
toward a microphone at the front of 
the stage.

The house lights dim.
The backstage shuffling ceases.
Voices fall silent.
Ariel Serrano takes a deep breath.
The announcer begins:
“Buenas noches, señoras y 

señores...”

§§

For its storied reputation of turn-
ing out some of the ballet world’s 
best dancers, Cuba has two equally 
dictatorial people to thank — Alicia 
Alonso and Fidel Castro. One an 
artist. One a political leader. Both 
with undeterrable personalities 
and a fierce commitment to their 
own agendas. Neither to be crossed 
lightly.

The Alonso name was synony-
mous with ballet long before Cas-
tro and his revolutionary forces 
marched into Havana in 1958, oust-
ing for good the American-backed 
Fulgencio Batista regime. Fernando 
Alonso and his younger brother, 
Alberto, were the children of Laura 
Rainieri de Alonso, an art-loving pi-
ano player from an aristocratic fam-
ily who managed a ballet school in 
a well-to-do Havana neighborhood 
and ignored cultural dictates that 

said little boys should not become 
dancers. Alicia Martinez, who at 16 
would marry Fernando and take his 
last name, was also a student at the 
school.

They became a couple, on the 
stage and off. In the late 1930s they 
moved to New York to seek great-
er fame and fortune, something 
relatively easy for well-connected 
Cubans of the period to do. The two 
joined the fledgling Ballet Theatre 
(later known as American Ballet 
Theater), where they gained experi-
ence, exposure and an international 
reputation.

In 1948, they chose to return 
to Cuba. Havana was a haven for 
wealthy foreigners and Mafiosi with 
money to burn; the Alonsos be-
lieved the time was right to create 
Cuba’s first professional ballet com-
pany. With a name that would fore-
shadow the egotistical aspirations of 
its founder, the Alicia Alonso Ballet 
was born. It was soon followed by 
the establishment of an affiliated 
school, meant to fill the company’s 
ranks.

Alicia was the company’s self-ap-
pointed leader and headliner; Fer-
nando, later credited with formu-
lating a training system that took 
the best of the Russian, English and 
American styles and added a Latino 
sensuality and athleticism, was the 
primary teacher.

But their enterprise struggled 
from the start, even more so after 
Batista overthrew the elected re-
gime in a 1956 coup and made his 
continuing financial support con-
tingent on the troupe becoming an 
arm of his government. The Alonsos 
refused, writing a public letter of 
condemnation and organizing a tour 
outside the country, where Alicia 
vowed at the end of each perfor-
mance that she would refuse to set 
a pointe shoe on Cuban soil until 
Batista was gone.

It was a relatively easy stand to 



take, given that she had no funding 
to do otherwise. But when Castro’s 
forces set up their new government 
on the 23rd floor of the Habana 
Libre hotel (formerly the Habana 
Hilton) in 1959, it signaled a change 
both in the Alonsos’ future and that 
of Cuban ballet.

As part of his socialist agenda, 
Castro declared ballet “one of the 
most elevated and beautiful artistic 
manifestations,” and vowed to make 
it available to “all social classes, 
preferably to workers and other 
popular sectors.” Alicia Alonso was 
the one, he believed, who could 
make it happen.

So on an auspicious afternoon in 
1959, Castro reportedly knocked on 
the door of the modest home Ali-
cia and Fernando shared with their 

young daughter, Laura. With her 
mother not at home, the child es-
corted the unexpected visitor in to 
see her father, who offered the new 
leader a seat on the edge of a bed. 
After a long-winded political dia-
logue, Castro abruptly shifted gears.

“But enough of that,” he said. “I 
came here to talk about ballet.”

“I always have time to talk about 
ballet,” Alonso replied amiably.

“So, how much money do you 
need for the ballet company to start 
up again?” Castro asked.

Fernando Alonso suggested 
$100,000; Castro committed twice 
that. Eventually he also agreed to 
underwrite a program — one that 
would grow into a network of 25 
schools across the 177-mile-wide 
island — to scour the countryside 

Unlike much of Havana’s colonial architecture, the Cuban National Ballet School has been well-main-
tained. The three-story building is ringed with tall, narrow, shuttered windows on both the street and 
central courtyard sides that are left open to facilitate air flow in the studios, which are not air conditioned. 
STAFF PHOTO / ELAINE LITHERLAND



selecting children with potential 
and providing them with eight 
years of free ballet training, as well 
as their academic schooling. The 
National Cuban Ballet School in Ha-
vana would cultivate and create the 
dancers for Alonsos’ newly-dubbed 
Ballet Nacional de Cuba (BNC), a 
professional company that would 
become an artistic jewel of national 
pride.

Under the Alonsos direction, that 
is exactly what began to happen. Us-
ing the training systems developed 
by Fernando Alonso, the school be-
gan to produce remarkably polished 
and gifted dancers; the company, in 
turn, presented, with impeccable 
execution, a repertoire consisting 
largely of ballet’s 19th-century clas-
sics, at such a nominal charge that 
even Cuba’s poorest could attend. 
Ballet joined baseball as one of the 
two national passions and pastimes, 
accessible to and appreciated by all.

When the Alonsos divorced in 
1974, Fernando went to Camaguey, 
a day’s journey to the east, where 
he ran the government school and 
developed the country’s second 
professional troupe, the Ballet de 
Camaguey. His ex-wife remained as 
the BNC’s figurehead and singular 
star. She danced well into her 70s, 
long after her sight (lost to detached 
retinas in her 30s) and any dancing 
abilities were gone. Some, in fact, 
trace the Cuban prowess at partner-
ing to the many years that the com-
pany’s male stars spent propping up 
and guiding the blind and debilitat-
ed Alonso during performances.

Today, at 92, Alonso remains the 
company’s titular head, though she 
is seldom seen in public and is ru-
mored to be in rapidly failing health. 
She no longer sits in the mezzanine 
during performances, sporting her 
customary headscarf and exagger-
ated dark lipstick. She has publicly 
vowed to live to the age of 200 and 
there has been no public discussion 

of a successor. Fernando Alonso, 
who moved to Mexico to teach in 
the ‘90s and returned to Cuba in 
2001, died last summer at the age of 
98.

§§

As Castro envisioned, Cuban bal-
let is an art for the masses. Shorts 
and sneakers are perfectly accept-
able audience attire and applause 
is not limited to polite, abbreviated 
smatterings at the conclusion.

Knowledgeable and enthusiastic, 
Cuban aficionados feel free to re-
spond, often deafeningly and with 
whistles, to particularly difficult 
steps and exceptional artistry. They 
know the difference between what 
is truly an accomplishment and 
what is merely an attention-grab-
bing trick. They follow their favorite 
dancers’ performances as avidly as 
kids in America track their favorite 
ballplayers’ statistics. And when a 
theater empties after a program, it 
can look like a post-game baseball 
stadium in the U.S., littered with the 
remains of snacks, drinks and pro-
grams.

Over the years, the national school 
has turned out some of the world’s 
most charismatic and gifted danc-
ers, but Alonso has allowed only a 
few to pursue careers outside the 
country. José Mañuel Carreño, who 
had a long career with American 
Ballet Theatre in New York and is 
now artistic director of Ballet San 
José, and Carlos Acosta, who is still 
dancing with the Royal Ballet in 
London, have been free to come and 
go as they please, to accept engage-
ments all over the world and to 
retain the considerable sums they’ve 
amassed elsewhere.

The vast majority of Cuban danc-
ers, however, have been subject 
to Alonso’s rigid and seemingly 
arbitrary decisions, denying them 
permission to work for and with 



companies outside Cuba. Carreño’s 
younger brother Joel, who was heav-
ily courted by the New York City 
Ballet, was not allowed to leave. He 
is but one example.

The most successful and prom-
inent dancers in Cuba still make 
little more than $30 a month. If 
they are allowed to accept guest 
appearance fees out of the country, 
they are expected to pay back to the 
government a portion of any money 
earned. At home, they are largely 
limited to a repertoire of classics 
like “Giselle” and “Swan Lake” since 
contemporary choreographers and 
their works are rarely available on 
the island.

So from the start, Cuban ballet has 
been beset by defections; just last 
month eight Cuban dancers left for 
Miami after a tour date in Puerto 
Rico. Dancers yearn for the freedom 
of choice, the diversity of repertoire 
and the greater financial rewards 
elsewhere. For proof of the exodus, 
one need look no further than the 
ranks of America’s top ballet compa-
nies, most of which include Cuban 
dancers, anywhere from the corps 
de ballet to principal status. Their 
impact on the style, technique and 
artistry throughout the international 
ballet scene has been significant.

The defections have continued — 
irregularly, but unabated — through-
out the history of the Cuban Na-
tional Ballet, to such an extent that 
today, dancers from Cuba allowed 
to tour are chosen as much for their 
political allegiance as their artistic 
ability.

In 1993, Laura Alonso, who has 
reportedly never gotten along well 
with her famous mother, took a 
group of Cuban dancers she had 
assembled to perform in Mexico. 
Among them were 22-year-old Ariel 
Serrano and his 27-year-old wife, 
Wilmian Hernandez, principal danc-
ers who had recently, and unhappily, 
left the country’s secondary compa-

ny, the Ballet de Camaguey.
On Dec. 16 of that year, while in 

Mexico with Alonso’s group and 
prompted by an unsettling visit 
from a Cuban government official, 
Ariel Serrano made a precipitous 
decision. Without forethought, sav-
ings, or so much as a signal to family 
members in Cuba, he and Hernan-
dez chose the route of the others 
who had preceded them, boarding a 
flight to Miami with one-way tick-
ets.

They spoke no English. They 
knew no one in the United States. 
They had no assurance they would 
find work in America. But they 
knew they could not change their 
minds and return home because 
they no longer had a home.

Their future was nothing if not 
ambiguous.

§§

Ariel Serrano peers out the win-
dow as the hour-long flight from 
Tampa to Havana nears an end. He 
gazes at the familiar rocky shore-
line, the wave-capped ocean that 

Ariel Serrano, who defected from Cuba in 1993, 
watches students playing soccer in the median 
outside the Cuban National Ballet School in Hava-
na. “In my day, it was baseball,” he recalled.   
STAFF PHOTO / ELAINE LITHERLAND



fades from ultramarine to azure to 
aqua, the mango trees, thick with 
still-green fruit, the scrub palms, 
the fast-approaching red earth and 
pastel buildings.

As the wheels touch down on the 
runway at the José Martí Airport, 
named for the poet and intellectu-
al father of the Cuban revolution, 
Serrano breathes a sigh of relief. At 
the same time, his emotions begin 
to ricochet from one extreme to 
another — elation, angst, eagerness, 
anxiety, foreboding, excitement.

“You can imagine what happens 
when you go in your mind back to 
your childhood,” he says. “It’s like a 
theme park in Orlando for me here: 
You go up, you go down. There are 
the good things and the not-so-good 
things. I may live in the States, but, 
in reality, I still see myself here. This 
still feels like home.”

His wife and their two children, 
14-year-old Camilla (“Cami”) and 
17-year-old Francisco (“Panchi”), 
along with five students from the 
couple’s Sarasota Cuban Ballet 
School, are waiting for him at the 
Habana Libre Hotel, still the tallest 
building in town. The students are 
here for a 10-day training workshop 
at the national ballet school, though 
only Francisco will take part in the 
international competition associated 
with the event.

Just a week earlier, Francisco was 
awarded a three-year, full scholar-
ship to the Royal Ballet in London 
at the New York finals of the Youth 
America Grand Prix, the largest 
ballet scholarship competition in 
the world. Emotionally weary, phys-
ically fatigued and yearning for a 
ballet break, he fought making the 
trip and the pressure of yet another 
competition.

With his immediate future assured 
and nothing at stake but a medal, 
he did not see the point. Nor did he 
think his meager four years of expe-
rience could hold up to that of the 

students, mostly from Cuba, Mexico 
and South America, many of whom 
had been immersed in daily training 
for a dozen years.

That it was to unfold in Cuba, 
where his father had so many bonds, 
both emotional and relational, in-
tensified his reluctance.

But his father was insistent, down-
playing the pressures, exaggerating 
the enjoyment.

“Your pot of gold is already un-
der your bed, you don’t need to do 
anything,” Serrano told him. “Think 
like you’re a baby and you’re going 
to the playground to play. Just have 
fun.”

Yet inside his own head, Serrano is 
thinking: You are our creation. You 
are the one. It is important to bring 
you back to where we were. It will 
help you understand why we did 
what we did.

As he exits the plane, socked by 
the humid air while walking across 
the runway to the terminal building, 
Serrano knows there is no reason 
to hurry. Nothing happens quickly 
in Cuba; that much he remembers. 
Looking at the mountains of packag-
es, suitcases and goods that Cubans 
who’ve visited the U.S. are bringing 
to relatives back home — often pay-
ing an exorbitant fee for carriage — 
he’s sure he’s in for a good wait.

He shows no concern about get-
ting into the country; with his U.S. 
passport and the cultural exchange 
visa he obtained for his students, 
he doesn’t anticipate any problems. 
Leaving, on the other hand, may be 
more of a challenge; he and his wife 
must travel under dual citizenship, 
and were unable to renew their 
Cuban passports in the U.S. Even 
a quick trip to Washington, D.C., a 
week earlier has produced only a 
letter of testament to his having a 
job. He hopes it, and his knowledge 
of how things work in Cuba, will be 
enough to accomplish the renewal 
before their scheduled flight out a 



week hence.
In the terminal, Serrano clears 

customs and joins a throng of Cu-
bans awaiting the unloading of the 
possessions they’ve purchased on 
the mainland — flat-screen TVs to 
appliances, Nikes to Ralph Lauren. 
Everything, even suitcases, is tightly 
shrink-wrapped with plastic to deter 
prying eyes and potential theft. In 
Cuba, these are unobtainable and 
valued items that could easily serve 
as profitable contraband.

Without warning, Serrano’s eyes 
fill with tears as he looks toward the 
far side of a barrier dividing arriving 
passengers from the short-sleeved 
crowd eagerly scanning for the faces 
of friends and family members. His 
mind travels back more than two 
decades to another scene that took 
place after he returned from a year 
of training in Europe.

“My mother was standing right 
there when I came back from my 

year in Italy,” he recalls, pointing to 
an exterior door. “She came from 
Santiago to receive me here. I re-
member her exactly as she was, 
waving her hands over her head at 
me.”

Serrano’s mother was “my every-
thing — my mother, my father, my 
life.” From her, he inherited his gen-
tle, generous heart, his fun-loving 
nature, his desire to help others and 
his will to persevere.

“It is thanks to her that I did what 
I did, that I am what I am,” he says. 
“I am like my mom, and I like that. I 
like that a lot.”

She was divorced when her son 
was an infant and raised him and a 
half-brother in a one-room apart-
ment in Santiago on her meager sal-
ary as a high school physics teacher.

“Sitting in my house I could turn 
on the TV, light the stove, get some-
thing from the refrigerator and open 
the door without ever getting out of 

 Studios at the Cuban National Ballet School have “floating” floors that ease wear and tear on dancers’ 
legs; their wood surfaces have been dulled by thousands of practice steps and by rosin, the substance 
dancers on their shoes use to avoid slipping. STAFF PHOTO / ELAINE LITHERLAND



my chair,” Serrano says, only slight-
ly exaggerating the room’s size. 
“We all slept in the barbacoa (loft) 
upstairs, all three of us in one little 
bed.”

As he waits for his baggage to be 
unloaded — a wait that eventually 
extends to more than two hours 
— he reminisces about those early 
days and how ballet became a part 
of his life.

When he was 9, recruiters from 
the national school came to his 
elementary school class, saying they 
were looking for children interest-
ed in learning popular dance and 
acrobatics. Serrano was one of two 
boys selected; the other boy never 
showed up again.

“They tricked us,” Serrano says. 
“There was no mention of ballet.”

Initially, he hated everything about 
it. Though he could move well and 
jump beautifully, he had little flexi-
bility in his back — a condition that 
would ultimately end his career — 
which made many things difficult 
and painful. He also chafed at the 
strict discipline and bridled at the 
taunts of the other boys who called 
him a sissy, or worse. He recalls his 
teacher regularly stopping class 
when the name-callers peered in a 
window from the outside to tease 
him, giving Serrano permission to 
go outside and defend himself.

Consequently, he was constantly 
in trouble for skipping school, be-
coming involved in fights and mis-
behaving in general. He would have 
done anything to quit, but his moth-
er insisted he continue, at least until 
the training program would end for 
him at age 18.

“Then, you can decide,” she said.
At the same time Serrano was 

learning the refined art of ballet, he 
was introduced to the Cuban tradi-
tions of machismo, bravado and al-
cohol. He remembers getting drunk 
for the first time as a young boy, 
sipping from the tiny cups of rum 

his elders would place by the legs 
of their chairs so as not to overturn 
them as they played dominoes on a 
tabletop. In Santiago, a young boy 
getting tipsy was acceptable; wear-
ing tights was not.

About a year after he began danc-
ing, Serrano met, for just the second 
time in his life, his father. He was a 
stern and remote man, one who was, 
in Serrano’s words, “a player,” with 
multiple relationships and children 
from them.

“I do not approve,” said the senior 
Serrano, as inflexible as always. “My 
son is not gay. My son will absolute-
ly not become a dancer.”

His mother simply replied, “You 
are wrong.” She prevailed. Serrano 
did not see his father again until 
shortly before his death in 2004. He 
has no photos of him and few mem-
ories, certainly none that are nostal-
gic or warm.

Serrano credits his perseverance 
not only to his mother, but to the 
teachers who channeled his frustra-
tion and tolerated his misbehavior 
and an aunt who regularly took him 
home with her on weekends, pro-
viding a temporary escape from his 
abusive peers.

It wasn’t until he attended a ballet 
festival at the end of his second year 
and earned special recognition for 
his partnering of a fellow student 
that Serrano began to succumb to 
ballet’s allure.

“That was the first time I thought, 
Oh my gosh, I’m good at this,” he 
recalls. “I could be someone.”

§§

After completing the program in 
Santiago, Serrano moved to Havana 
to finish his training. It was there 
that Ramona de Sáa, the director of 
the National Ballet School, selected 
Serrano and Carlos Acosta, a friend 
and fellow student, for a year of 
study with a company in Italy. That 



was a year of adventure and chal-
lenge for Serrano, who had never 
before left home, but he carefully 
saved every lira of his paycheck that 
he could. He already knew what he 
would do with the money.

When he returned to Cuba, during 
a period when the fall of the Soviet 
Union decimated the value of the 
Cuban peso and increased that of 
the foreign dollar, he took the $500 
he had saved and bought his mother 
a beautiful three-room apartment 
in the Santiago hills overlooking the 
water. When he is saddened think-
ing of the years they spent apart, 
he takes solace in remembering her 
happiness at the gift.

“She was in heaven,” he says. 
“From then on, anything she needed, 
I tried to get for her.”

But he never returned to Santiago. 
After the year in Italy, he spent a 
year in Havana, finishing his train-
ing and living with a family he met 

randomly, who squeezed him into 
quarters just as tight as his family 
home in Santiago. When he graduat-
ed, as with any product of the na-
tional school, his future and career 
were dictated by Alicia Alonso. She 
sent him to dance with the coun-
try’s secondary company, the Ballet 
de Camaguey, then being run by 
her ex-husband, Fernando. It was 
there Serrano met Hernandez, who 
had also been sent to Camaguey by 
Alonso five years earlier after gradu-
ating from the Havana school.

It was a happy time for them. 
They loved the simplicity and clean 
air of Camaguey and they loved 
each other. They flourished under 
the guidance and encouragement of 
Fernando Alonso, who made them 
principal dancers and gave Serrano 
his first leading roles.

“When Fernando was in Cama-
guey, everything was fine,” Serrano 
says. “He gave me my first ‘Swan 

Many of the ceilings at the Cuban National Ballet School are 35 feet high and adorned with Baroque 
filigree accents and decorative windows. Each studio also has a piano or keyboard for the live music that 
accompanies all ballet classes.  STAFF PHOTO / ELAINE LITHERLAND



Lake,’ my first ‘Fille’ (Frederick Ash-
ton’s “La Fille Mal Gardée”). I was 
happy. I thought, I will never leave 
this place.”

But, for reasons Serrano could 
never ascertain — “Some things 
in Cuba, you don’t ask” — Alonso 
shortly thereafter resigned from the 
company. A new director told Serra-
no he would be sent back to San-
tiago, where the government was 
planning to develop another school 
and company.

“I said, no, no, I won’t go,” Serrano 
recalls. “That was where I’d come 
from. That was the wrong way. I 
liked the road out, but I didn’t like 
the ride in. The other side was more 
exciting.”

His teacher, de Sáa, said there was 
a possibility he could return to Italy 
to dance there. Serrano knew that 
Hernandez could only accompany 
him if she were his wife. So on Jan. 
6, 1991, he woke up and announced 
to Hernandez that it was a good day 
to get married. They had known 
each other less than a year.

They arrived at the marriage bu-
reau at 10:30 on a Saturday morning, 
a time when, Serrano admits, it was 
remarkable to even find someone in 
a Cuban office. But there was one 
small hang-up.

“They said, ‘Where are your wit-
nesses?’ and I said, ‘We don’t have 
any witnesses,’” Serrano recalls. 
“And they said, ‘But you must have 
witnesses.’ So we looked outside 
the door and there were two guys 
sitting outside talking. They had no 
idea who we were, but they became 
our witnesses.”

Soon after, a friend connected 
them with Alicia Alonso’s daugh-
ter, Laura, who invited the couple 
to join a group of dancers she was 
taking to perform in Mexico. They 
packed their bags with only what 
they would need on the trip and 
flew to Monterrey, where the local 
company eventually offered Serrano 

a $1,200-a-month contract — more 
money than he had ever seen.

Not long after they had settled 
into a cheaply furnished small 
apartment, a Cuban official showed 
up at their door. He demanded Ser-
rano remit half of their earnings to 
the government, the usual arrange-
ment for Cubans working abroad. 
The official was not easily deterred. 
Nor did Serrano wish to entertain 
him a second time.

The decision, when it came, was as 
swift as it was irrevocable. On Dec. 
16, 1993, Serrano and Hernandez 
packed up whatever they could car-
ry and headed for the airport, where 
they boarded a flight to Miami.

Serrano was 22. He would never 
see his mother again.

§§

When Serrano and Hernandez 
arrived in Miami, they spoke no 
English, had no contacts and were 
without prospects for work, dancing 
or otherwise.

“We had talked about it, but we 
didn’t think about it too much,” Her-
nandez recalls. “We just decided. 
My family didn’t know. I never say 
nothing to them.”

Her mother and grandmother 
learned of their defection while 
listening to a Miami radio station 
that conveys news of Cubans on the 
mainland.

“I felt the same way as when I was 
in Cuba, so desperate,” Hernandez 
says. “My first five years in the U.S., 
I had nightmares that they don’t let 
me go back, ever. Sometimes I still 
have those.”

Contact with anyone in Cuba was 
infrequent and fraught with com-
plications. Telephone calls were 
expensive, unreliable and required 
re-routing through a contact in 
Canada. There was no money to live 
on, much less to even think about 
helping relatives do what they had 



done. Nor was there any possibility 
that they would be allowed to return 
without retribution.

In September of 1994, after nine 
months of sporadic guest appear-
ances and life on a shoestring, 
Serrano was offered a principal’s 
contract by Robert de Warren, who 
had just been hired to take over the 
Sarasota Ballet. The couple moved 
to Florida’s Gulf Coast, where Ser-
rano immediately received attention 
and positive reviews as an exotic 
addition to the lineup.

“Newcomer Ariel Serrano’s dark, 
passionate looks and impressive 
leaps made him a favorite with the 
young girls in the audience,” wrote 
Sarasota Herald-Tribune dance 
critic Barbara Leverone of his debut 
performance that fall.

Hernandez danced with the com-
pany for a year, until she became 
pregnant with Francisco, who was 
born in 1996. But back problems 
began to plague Serrano, eventu-
ally resulting in two surgeries that 
forced him to take time off. After 
three seasons, de Warren chose not 
to renew Serrano’s contract. In 1999 
the family moved to West Virginia, 
where Serrano accepted a teach-
ing and performing position with 
a small company and Hernandez 
became pregnant a second time.

Late that year, when Hernandez’s 
pregnancy was beginning to show 
and Serrano was dancing a guest 
engagement in Santo Domingo, the 
couple received word that Serrano’s 
mother had died. Crazed with grief 
and determined to return for her 
funeral, Serrano obtained a letter 
of employment verification. Then, 
without a passport, visa, or any 
assurance that he would be able to 
return to the U.S. for his daughter’s 
birth, he boarded a plane to Havana.

“It was a kamikaze mission with 
a Hail Mary,” he says. “But I had to 
go.”

In retrospect, Serrano acknowl-

edges the foolhardiness of his 
choice. At the same time, he says he 
would do it again if faced with simi-
lar circumstances.

“I was able to be there, to bury 
my mother, to get closure,” he says. 
“That has been so important to me. 
My memories of her are all good.”

The Cuban government “gave me 
a hell of a time to come out,” he 
admits, but somehow he managed 
to be at Hernandez’s side for Ca-
milla’s birth in April of 2000. But he 
returned to the U.S. without much 
will to go on or enthusiasm for his 
art. Plunged into a serious depres-
sion, he rejected entirely the world 
of ballet — a world that, in his mind, 
was inextricably affiliated with the 
mother who had never seen him 
perform, who had never met her 
two grandchildren.

Shortly after Camilla’s birth, the 
family moved back to Sarasota, a 
place with a climate, if not a culture, 
that reminded them of their island 
home. Hernandez returned to teach-
ing at various local studios; Serrano 
refused to even enter one.

Serrano taught himself to do 
handyman work — carpentry, sheet 
rock, tile — whatever was called 
for, whatever would make a buck. 
Occasionally his wife encouraged 
him to return to teaching; once, she 
got as far as to get his signature on a 
contract for a potential studio space 
of their own before he withdrew his 
support.

For the next decade Serrano 
steadily honed his carpentry skills, 
built a small nest egg and healed 
his heart by indulging in his love of 
his family and good food. His waist 
became thicker as his arms grew 
stronger. Even when Camilla began 
taking classes, he stayed away from 
anything to do with ballet.

Ballet meant Cuba, his mother, his 
youth, his misplaced optimism.

Ballet was in his past. Ballet was 
over.




