
 
  
Cuba Letter #3 from Cantor Caplan -- About Rebecca Langus and Family 
 

 
Rebecca Langus and family, in Cuba. Their story is below. From right to left: Rebecca, 
David (the painter), Daniel (the Bar Mitzvah boy), Rabbi Richard Hammerman, and the 

two girlfriends. Daniel's Bar Mitzvah is this Saturday. 
 
(In Cuba, with a group from CAI, visiting Jewish communities and bringing them 
donations...) 
 
In a neighborhood jammed with three-floor apartment buildings, we pull up to a typical 
one.  Like the others in this area, it's got a somewhat dilapidated outside, but the 
slender woman standing in front is all smiles.   Her name is Rebecca Langus. 
 
She ushers us up a narrow staircase to a really lovely upstairs apartment -- clean and 
spruced-up, but small by American standards (well, maybe except for studio apartments 
in Manhattan).   We file into her living room, which is the size of one of the smaller 
classrooms in our synagogue building.  She can pack twenty chairs into the space.  Her 
living room is what serves as the "synagogue" for the entire Jewish community of 
Cienfuegos -- all eighteen of them.   (This room really is a "shtiebel", which is just 
Yiddish for "little room".) 
 
Rebecca's grandparents had come from Turkey; she and her parents had all been born 
in Cuba.  She's roughly my age, and she has lived all her life in this area of Cuba.  It's 
important to her and her family to be Jewish, and they do what they can to celebrate 



Shabbat and Jewish holidays, to learn, and to do Jewish activities.  But it's hard when 
there are only 18 Jews in the city (a city of 500,000!).  
 
Also on hand to meet us were her sons David and Daniel, plus their girlfriends.  The 
girls seemed sweet and supportive; they're probably not Jewish.  The intermarriage rate 
among Cuban Jews is almost 100%.  Many non-Jewish spouses do convert -- a greater 
percentage than in our area -- and many of those converts become more involved in 
Jewish life than the born-Jewish spouse (we see this in our area also). 
 
David is perhaps 23, tall and handsome.  He works as an artist, a painter, and shows 
his work in a gallery on one of the main avenues.  We were able to go there later, and 
several of us bought paintings and photographs that he had done, mostly with Jewish 
scenes -- lighting candles, davening, etc. 
 
Daniel is celebrating Bar Mitzvah at age 16 this coming Shabbat, December 13.  All 
eighteen of the community's Jews plan to travel to Santa Clara, 2 hours away, for the 
celebration, "because they have a real synagogue there".     We later saw that little 
shul;  it's charming, and there's room enough there for maybe 60 people.  More on that 
later. 
 
I said to Daniel, "I know you're on display in front of us visitors, but could you sing even 
one sentence of something you've learned for your Bar Mitzvah?  One line of 
Haftara?"  He was obviously reticent, and his mom said, "He's shy..." But he got up, and 
in his shaky teenage voice launched into Nurit Hirsch's "Oseh Shalom".  We all joined in 
after the first two words. 
 
So how do they all get to Santa Clara for Daniel's Bar Mitzvah, and how do they get 
back?  I talked to our guide, Edel, about this later, and he said, "Public transportation in 
this region of the country is, well, complicated.  Most likely they'll rent a truck."  We've 
seen these trucks on the road -- basically they're old pickup trucks, with people seated 
in the back on low benches or bales of hay.  
 
"How much might it cost for all 18 people to get to Santa Clara and back this 
way?"  Edel said, "Maybe $200."  And this on a salary of $20 a month! 
 
So I said to our group, "The money that we give them may help with that." As part of the 
tour, each of us had contributed at least $100 for tsedaka purposes, and some of you 
had added your own cash donations, for which we thank you.  We're 
presenting  envelopes with American cash to the leaders of each of the Jewish 
communities we're seeing, including Rebecca. 
 
Later, I was once again thinking about money and Daniel's Bar Mitzvah.  Let's 
see:  Take that state salary of $20 per month.  You don't use it to pay for housing 
(except for repairs), or education, or medical care, or basic foodstuffs (enough to 
prevent starvation, but not a whole lot more than that...)  Those things are "provided by 
the state", but they may not be at the level we're used to in Essex County.  



 
So here's a really rough estimate. If one of our CAI member families earns, say, 
$75,000 per year after taxes, 
less    30,000 for housing 
less    16,000 for medical insurance 
less     6,000 for basic foodstuffs-- rice, sugar, flour, oil 
Total   23,000 per year of money-to-spend-on-everything-else, which is about $2,000 
per month. 
 
Now, going to Daniel's Bar Mitzvah is about two hours away by car for them -- except 
they don't have cars!  For us, it'd be like driving to Philadelphia, or to Long Island.  No 
problem.  For them, for the 18 people, it costs each of them more than half of their 
monthly money-for-other-stuff.  For us, that'd be like spending $1,000 each. 
 
Sure, we might well pay $1000 per person to fly to, say, Israel and back for a simcha -- 
but to ride in the back of an old pickup truck to Philadelphia and back, over bumpy local 
roads, in the tropical sun or rain? 
 
Well, they're all planning to do just that, because they want to be there for Daniel and 
his family.  So next time we need to park a block or two away from the shul, let's 
remember them... 
 
P.S.  Their clothes look like ours, right?  Except that a person might have only one pair 
of pants, or maybe two.  Clothing is expensive, and good quality clothes are hard to get 
at the goverment stores.  I brought a suitcase full of jeans to donate... 
 
More to come!  -- Cantor Caplan 
 

  
Shoshana buys two paintings from David, at his gallery on the city's main avenue. 



 

 
Hynda Feit (of Cliffside Park, mother of Liz Liss) presents tsedaka money to  

Rebecca and her community.  
 


