
 
  
Greetings from Cuba! I'm here with a group of fourteen (nine from our 
congregation) to visit four different Jewish communities, and to bring them needed 
supplies and tsedakah money. 
  
This trip has been spearheaded by CAI's World Jewry Committee, led by Rabbi Richard 
Hammerman, and our travel agency is ITC Tours, led by Larry Ritter. They've both 
worked so much to make this trip happen -- thanks so much! 
  
For much of this trip, we haven't had access to Internet or email, but now that we've got 
some access (albeit rather spotty), let me start with some basic background. We've had 
some very touching moments with other Jews here, but I'll save those stories for the 
next letters. 
  
First: 
  
"How big is Cuba?" The island is roughly 800 miles long. It lies only 90 miles south of 
the tip of Florida, and there are about 11 million people here. About two-thirds of those 
live in Havana. 
  
"How many Jews are there in Cuba now?" In 1959, when Fidel Castro's Communists 
took power from the dictator Fulgencio Batista, there were about 15,000 Jews, many of 
them middle-class merchants. The Communists then began to "nationalize" everyone's 
property, so 90% of Cuba's Jews left within three years, many of them settling in Miami. 
Since then, there have been about 1,500 Jews in the country. Julie Ripps z"l, our past 
president, was born in Havana. 
  
"Are you guys the only ones visiting Jews in Cuba this year?" Far from it. There are 
many Jewish groups who come -- from synagogues, federations, and even youth 
groups. A group from Morristown Jewish Center is planning a similar trip in a couple of 
months. 
  
"Who is on the trip from our congregation?" Rabbi Richard and Sharon Hammerman, 
Irving and Jeffrey Peyser, Marian Rothenberg, Rabbi David Saltzman and Judy 
Fabricant, Shoshana Silberman, and me. 
  
"What supplies are you bringing to Jews in Cuba?" They've told us what they need: 
Certain over-the-counter medications, such as Diclofenac (anti-inflammatory) or Zyrtec 
(kids' allergy medicine); clothing (jeans are prized); toiletries; Judaica videos; school 
supplies; reading glasses; and other items. Thanks to the many of you who brought in 
items to donate! 



  
"Are they terribly poor? Living in squalid conditions?" No, but these are items they can't 
get easily, including the clothing. I can't send photos to you yet, but to be clear: We 
ourselves have been able to stay in some VERY nice hotels, and the people we see, by 
and large, look and dress and act like us. The cities look like cities in Europe or other 
places in the Caribbean -- there are fancier neighborhoods and poorer neighborhoods. 
Yes, there are neighborhoods made of corrugated metal shacks, and there are certainly 
some very poor Jews, but most of the Jews -- and most of the Cubans -- live in small 
apartments, which can get crowded. 
  
"So if they basically look and dress like us, why do they need our help?" Stay tuned: 
Answer to come in the next letter. -- Cantor Caplan 
 


