
 
 

   
 Adela Dworin, head of the Patronato Synagogue in Havana, and unofficial head 

of Cuban Jewry 
  
  

Cuba Letter #5 - Meeting Adela Dworin 
  
(We're now back, but this is from our trip to Cuba last week -- a group from CAI, visiting 
Jewish communities and bringing them donations...) 
  
Adela Dworin, head of the Patronato Synagogue in Havana (we were there for 
Shabbat), greeted us warmly - especially when we presented her a ten-pound kosher 
salami, a gift from Larry Ritter at ITC Tours.  Kosher beef is hard to come by in Cuba, 
and salami is a real treat.   
  
(An aside:  Sharon Hammerman had taken it through Cuban customs at the airport, and 
the dogs there - trained to sniff out drugs? - had taken great interest in her 
luggage...  When the customs officials found that they were smelling the salami, they 
waved her through...) 
  
If there's one person who's the head of all Cuban Jewry, it's Adela.  Here are some 
close-to-verbatim "quotes", as nearly as I can remember them: 
  
"The Canadian Jewish Federation ships us lots of matza.  We can eat matza all year." 
  
"Americans talk about 'once-a-year' Jews, who come to synagogue only on the High 
Holidays.  For us, once-a-year Jews are the Gastronomic Jews - the ones who come 
only before Pesach, to pick up donated Pesach food." 



  
"Before 1992, when Communist Party members could not be openly religious, 
attendance was way down, and our beautiful building - built in 1953 - fell into 
disrepair.  We lost two generations.  Kids today know more about Judaism than their 
parents or grandparents." 
  
"Now we still have plenty of money problems, but even so, we have a Sunday School 
with 80 kids every Sunday morning.    Also a Youth organization, a Women's group, a 
Middle-age group, a Hadassah group, and a Seniors group." 
  
Do kids in your shul get to meet kids from other countries?  "Most youngsters have done 
Taglit/Birthright with support from the Canadian Jewish Federation, doing it with 
Canadian kids.  Many have done March of the Living, in Poland." 
  
"Twenty percent of our community are seniors.  Medications are hard to get here, so we 
run a community pharmacy - we distribute medicine free to Jews and non-Jews.  There 
was a cholera outbreak last year, and we had doxycycline, even when the government 
didn't have it.  I just got a call from a local priest, asking if we had a certain 
medicine.  We did, and we got it over to him right away.  We thank you and all those 
who bring in medicines; now we especially need antibiotics and diabetes medicine." 
  
"A woman from the Lions of Judah organization visited here, and told me, 'You should 
wear our Lions of Judah pin - you can get it for a donation of only $5,000.'  I said I didn't 
have $5,000, but she gave me the pin anyway.  Another woman told me, 'You should 
wear this Hadassah pin - you can get it for a donation of only $15,000.'  I said I didn't 
have $15,000, and she also kindly gave me that pin.  Now I'm the owner of $20,000 in 
pins."  
  
"Some visitors came here from Bergen County, New Jersey.  They said, 'Tell us what 
you need.'  I told them that we needed a van, to bring seniors here to the synagogue 
and to take them to funerals.  The visitors donated a van, and just asked that we put 
their last name on the back of it.  Their name is Kaplen.  [As in the Kaplen JCC, in 
Tenafly.]  So we painted 'Kaplen Van' on the back of the van.  Passersby kept asking 
us, 'What does Kaplen mean?'  Rather than going through the whole story, we started 
saying, 'It means Mitsubishi in Hebrew.'" 
  
"After 1992, when Communist Party members could be openly religious, Fidel Castro 
called a meeting of religious leaders, and I went.  After the meeting, I said to him, 'Mr. 
President, why have you never come to visit our synagogue?'   
'You never invited me!'   
'Well, why don't you come this Friday?  It's Hanuka.' 
'What is Hanuka?' 
I couldn't go into a long explanation, so I said, 'Hanuka is the Revolution of the 
Jews.'  He likes revolution, so he came." 
  
"Raul [Castro] has also come to our synagogue since becoming president." 



  
----------- 
  
We told Adela how impressed we were with the teenagers who had led services on 
Shabbat.  In my reading about Cuba, I had seen these statements from members of her 
synagogue: 
  
"Here in Cuba, the kids want to come [to shul]-- they feel good here.  They wait all week 
for Friday, Saturday and Sunday to come to the Patronato [synagogue]. " 
  
"When Americans visit, they can't believe their eyes.  They say, 'I have to push my 
children and grandchildren to go to the synagogue.'  I reply, 'So if you want your 
children to be better Jews, send them to Cuba.'"  (from "Jewish Life in Cuba Today," H. 
LaPorte/J. Sweifach/D. Strug, Jewish Journal of Communal Service, vol. 84, No. 3/4, 
Summer/Fall 2009, p. 24) 
  
We had brought extra suitcases full of medicine, clothing, school supplies and other 
items that had been requested for the Jewish community, and gave much of it to 
Adela.  Sharon Hammerman spoke movingly, as did Sandy Welsher (from Toms 
River).  Irving Peyser made an impassioned speech, including this: 
  
"For me personally this was a wonderfully meaningful and heartwarming 
experience.  Watching the youth of the Havana Jewish community conduct the service 
with such expertise, with such confidence, with such love, and with such respect was 
truly gratifying.  Their smiles and their enthusiasm were simply contagious...  
  
"Your Conservative Jewish Community here in Cuba may be small, but it is a vibrant 
and spirited one, and if the strength and knowledge and potential of its youth as 
witnessed this past Shabbat is any indication, I am truly optimistic that when this 
mission returns to visit you all in the not too distant future, your congregation will be 
ever more strong, ever more vibrant and ever more numerous.  Thank you my dear 
friends - Gracias, Mis Amigos Caridos." 
  
Rabbi Hammerman led us in a b'racha together, and then we had to tear ourselves 
away to visit another synagogue.  It was an emotional meeting... 
  
Next Letter:  Meeting Other Jewish Leaders  
 


