The Cuban Five discuss their
release and return to Cuba
During the first of a series of interviews with protagonists of Cuban history on the
“Roundtable” television program, anti-terrorist fighters Gerardo Hernández,
Antonio Guerrero and Ramón Labañino recall details of their release from U.S.
prisons and their return to Cuba, after serving 16 years of their unjust sentences.
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The three anti-terrorist Cubans recently released from U.S. jails, Gerardo
Hernández, Antonio Guerrero and Ramón Labañino, shared their testimony and
anecdotes in a special edition of the Mesa Redonda television program.
During the first of a series of interviews with protagonists of Cuban history on the
“Roundtable” television program to be aired monthly, the anti-terrorist fighters
Gerardo Hernández, Antonio Guerrero and Ramón Labañino recalled the
moment of their release from U.S. prisons and their return to Cuba.
The three Cubans, who returned to their native country on December 17,
commented on the details of the transfer, described by Labañino as very discreet
and well organized on the part of U.S. authorities and those in Havana.
Labañino and Guerrero both noted the silence maintained around the news of
their return during the transfer from their respective prisons to the medical
center from which they left the country, and the urgency of every movement.
They clarified that they were transferred two days beforehand, while Gerardo was
moved the previous week and confined in the hole. Gerardo, Antonio and Ramón,
together with Fernando González and René González, were incarcerated in the
United States for informing the Cuban authorities of acts of terrorism planned by
violent groups based in Florida.
Fernando and René had returned to Cuba previously after fully completing their
prison terms. On this occasion they conceded the space to their recently released
brothers in struggle.
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Gerardo: “I want to highlight the attitude of my other four Cuban brothers. They
had very little against René, similarly against Fernando, if they had yielded to
pressure and bribery they wouldn't have spent even one year in prison.”
THE ENCOUNTER Antonio Guerrero: “At 5:30 am a nurse arrived and said to
me, 'Guerrero, get down, you have to pack, at 6:30 you have to be in the
concourse, you understand? You want me to say it in Spanish?' “The doors were
closed, they are opened just after 6:00 and I said to my cell mate, 'Get up, I told
you I was going before you!' He was to be released on January 20 and I'd said to
him a few times that there was a possibility of me going before him.
“In the department to which they transferred us I began to take note of strange
things, starting from the fact that I had not requested any transfer. From there
they moved me to the room from which I was to be collected and while I was
there they came and said, 'Guerrero, you're going to Bourne!' – the Bourne
Medical Center.
“I continued thinking about the possibility of going somewhere else, but they
were already saying that I was going to a prison.
The lieutenants came, they took me to a very small, executive, airport terminal,
the plane came. Everything that was happening was abnormal in relation to other
transfers they had made. I had had a similar medical transfer, but not like this
one; I even said to the lieutenant who accompanied me from the prison, 'You're
going to remember this transfer for the rest of your life.'
“I arrived after Ramón, about three in the afternoon on Monday the 15th. From
there I went to the department, I didn't have Ramón's luck to know that Gerardo
had been transferred, I didn’t have that information and when I reached that
department there was a nurse, a Puerto Rican working there, and an officer from
whom I tried to get some information, and what they said was that there was a
unit there for workers, which wasn’t a medical one, and everything indicated that
I was assigned to that unit.
“They took me to a hole cell in another area, he told me to sleep well because he
would be coming to get me at 7:00 in the morning! “Before seven, they came to
ask me if I was ready, one of the officers who had transferred me came to collect
me. We went along a passage, they took the cuffs off me, but we were moving at
supersonic speed. ”There were some officers running and those taking me didn’t
stop, they led me to a passageway which gave on to the visitors room, the officer
stopped in the doorway and said to me, 'Let's go!' and that’s when I saw a person
shaking Gerardo's hand, there were quite a few people there, but I couldn’t
contain myself and said to him, 'Gerar!' I imagined the same thing had happened
to him, but up until that moment I had no idea and he also said he didn’t know
what was going on.

We had that first encounter in Bourne.” Gerardo Hernández: “I left the prison
without any advance notice. When they moved me I had been put in the hole in
Oklahoma for 11 days. I thought that they also wanted me to refresh the details
incase anything had to be corrected by Kcho (a Cuban artist) in the installation.
They moved Ramón and me the same day, Monday the 15th, in different
conditions.
“One goes about collecting details in spite of what I always said, 'I'll believe that
I'm going to Cuba the day that the airplane lands.' “When I saw Ramón and Tony
I said to myself, 'This is different.' Even when it landed we were delayed a while
in getting off and the U.S. officials were going up and down the steps and I said to
them, 'If this takes off again, I'm going to throw myself out the window.'”
Ramón Labañino: “In my case it was interesting. You spend 16 years waiting for
this moment. A prison officer told me to get ready and collect my things. I was
asleep and my first impression was, 'All right, let's see what happens.' “They took
me to the place where you change your clothes and from there I went to where
they put the chains on. In this lapse of time, while I'm waiting for the other officer
to arrive, I could hear them commenting, I've always had a good ear for listening
in and that day, much more so, and I heard them saying, 'This is a strange
business, we have to get these guys out of here and to the nearest airport.'
At that point I thought, this is something serious. So then I felt uneasy. “They
took me out, cuffed me with the black box and put me in a van with two guards to
transfer me to Lexington airport; there they led me onto a small aircraft and took
me to Bourne. I knew absolutely nothing and asked, but they didn’t reply. I
arrived at Bourne, it was a lightning operation and very calm, and there I heard a
guard saying 'Hurry up because the other one's coming behind.' “That night I
couldn’t sleep because I began to think that I was in Cuba and I was waiting to
see if I would spot the other guys pass by. I spent it the night exercising.
Everything was very well coordinated, calculated in millimeters.”
BEHIND BARS Antonio: “The hole was torture, an unjust punishment. They
deprived us of communication, and did certain things to us there; for example, I
was taken outside for recreation some mornings when I hadn’t finished breakfast
and they would throw out what we had in the cells, and they would search the cell
at the slightest opportunity. When we asked permission to go to the legal library,
or wanted to change the food or needed to go to the dentist, they would tear up
the requests in our face, already entering the range of cruelty. “Something would
arrive for us, a letter or whatever, and we would share it. The objective of this
close to two years' process was to break us. Apart from our union, we were helped
by the strength we gave each other.”

Gerardo: “It was a very difficult time. Initially, ten of us were arrested. I was the
only one who knew the other nine. That says a lot for the attitude of our
compañeros. In effect, five people were unable to resist the pressure and decided
to cooperate with the authorities against us. The damage was not so great from
the operative point of view, because thanks to the compartmentalization they
didn’t know that much. They could only use one person to testify against us
during the trial. In the end they realized that it was doing them more harm than
good.
“Those first moments were of reaffirmation. We were aware that their intentions
were to put on a propaganda show. They knew that we hadn’t done any damage
to the country, nor did we have information that could threaten U.S. national
security. “I remember some years later an article came out in the Miami Herald
with the title, ‘Spy may hold key' which was counting on me betraying Fidel and
Raúl on the day we lost our appeals. “There were three officers among us and
they were in the group of the Five which remained unbroken.
The ones who decided to collaborate with the United States did not have that
rank. That was the ultimate dream for the prosecution, to have an officer to
accuse Cuba. When they didn’t get that, they opted for cruelty. “I want to
highlight the attitude of my other four brothers. They had very little against René,
or against Fernando, if they had yielded they wouldn’t have spent a year in
prison.
However, they established their stand without any hesitation and from that first
moment the Five emerged.”
Ramón: “The officer who was with me kept repeating, 'I know your story, I know
who you are and what you are doing here.' And I would say to him, 'All right, tell
me what I'm doing here,' to see what happened. Because in all of this you think
maybe they're confused, they think it's drugs or something else. But when I saw
all the guys I realized that things were more serious. There comes a moment in
one's life when a man has to define himself and know what side he is going to
take in history, and it is the moment when he reaffirms himself as a
revolutionary.
And we opted for the correct option, that of being on the side of our people, of our
Comandante and the history of the homeland. “Because from the very first
moment we realized that it would not only be a personal betrayal, but could have
major consequences, including an escalation of another kind, which in its most
extreme form could be military. That process could be manipulated against our
people.

“Five or six yielded in the face of so many pretensions and gifts. They moved us to
the Miami detention center, on the 13th floor, which is above the hole, which is
on the 12th. We were there for around 15 days but all isolated. That was Saturday
the 12th and the 14th we were taken down to the court. “It was in the court that
the five of us reaffirmed what we were going to be. That September 14, 1998, I
realized – and each one of us has a different perception –who was or was not up
to the task that the moment demanded. “At that time I didn't know René. For
reasons of work there were certain people who we didn't know, but when we went
to court we were prepared to die together.”
THE RETURN Antonio: “The 31st (December), we spent together as a family, an
extended family. It's not 16 years, in my case its 24. But when we gave each other
friendly hugs and kisses, those 24 years were erased. We have recounted some
things but since we've been here, from when I wake up from when I go to bed,
what has passed has been left behind in the past, I feel neither rancor nor
nostalgia. I don’t know where to fit another little piece of happiness inside of
myself. My two sons are marvelous young men. Gabriel is in Panama.
I had the good luck to spend a few days with him, we slept in the same room and
in the same bed, and that gave me great happiness, the same way as I feel with
my great-nephews. I am used to getting up early and they do as well and that was
my breakfast. At the end of the day, the family, the people, erased those moments
of anguish and the joy is constant.”
Gerardo: “Gema is a pretty and peaceful baby girl. From the beginning I wanted
her to be a girl, because boys get very spoiled. In any event, Gema already has her
little Industriales shirt, because who's to say that baseball isn’t for girls as well.
“One of the most difficult things about being in prison was the frustration of not
having children. In these difficult times the only way we found of giving form to
our sentiments was through poetry, although neither of us were poets. Thus arose
the letter to the child who was to come, which was to be sent to Adriana, but René
asked me for it and said that it would be a good idea to publish it in the
newspaper as a way of making it known.
“The news had to be kept very secret. When Cuba gives its word, it fulfills it, and
we had given our word to keep the pregnancy and all of the process around it a
secret in order not to prejudice the greater objective, which was our freedom.”
Ramón: “The emotion doesn’t stop. Since we arrived it has been emotion after
emotion, each one greater than the one before. It has been emotional to see my
daughters grown up, beautiful, and my slender wife. I am trying by every means
to recover my time with them, although for me they will always be little, because
to any father his children are always little. “I am an extremely paternal father, the

redundancy is worth it. I share every second with them, ask them how they're
doing in school, and what happened…
The first night we were together I woke both of them up at six in the morning and
took them to see the sunrise. For me it was the most beautiful moment of my life.
“I try to eat everything I can, the Cuban flavor is probably superior to all flavors,
it not a problem of chauvinism. Our people have a very special warmth, an
emotional nature and embrace. “Although I am the one of the Five to hug others
the most, we all embrace each other and love each other. For that reason, I
wanted to thank our people once again. This has been an enormous victory which
should be enjoyed by international solidarity and the Cuban people. Viva Cuba
and Viva humanity!”
REASONS FOR NOT BREAKING Antonio: “I have tried to explain that in our
minds we were never prisoners. Now people are going to say, 'This one has lost it
on the Roundtable.' But in our minds we always maintained equanimity and an
internal strength based above all on our innocence. If you are doing something
bad and you are caught, if you are attached to material things and are locked up,
you become afraid. But materially, we lived very austere lives. We were dedicated
to a concrete task. I, for example, lived a normal life, and those conditions and
the things we had within us, meant that we never felt like prisoners, and much
less like giving up. There were hard moments. In the hole area, on the second
day, we went down to a little room and I commented to them, 'I have a poem in
my mind, even though I haven’t been able to write it.
“Poetry arrived in us all in some way and we converted it into a weapon of
resistance. But, in particular, we had two things: we had the conviction that we
would receive constant support for getting out of there, we had our innocence and
above all, we were prepared to die there. “We had a photo of Mandela and
another one of Che. We had values. We were very clear that if you die for a just
cause, you do not die. In tranquility I will say that we did nothing extraordinary,
we did what it befell us to do. In reality, they should have arrested the terrorists,
but they arrested us and imposed the worst conditions on us in Miami.
“But we did nothing extraordinary, we did what we had to do. We did it with
simplicity. We knew that we had many years to serve. We never felt defeated, we
were always optimistic; we knew that we had to struggle on. The struggle was
long and that was what brought so much solidarity and that now, young
schoolchildren see you and open their arms because you already feel like one of
the family. “And, in that way, we passed the days in prison, and when the days got
harder and my mom was going there, I said to her, 'Mom, stay calm, if Gerardo
had to die in prison, he would do so calmly.' But in the end, we won and that we
have to celebrate.”

Gerardo: Initially Antonio and Ramón had their hopes dashed. In our minds, the
only sure thing was that we would have to die in prison, if the government
decision was sustained. Obviously, one thinks that won't happen, but what one
knows with certainty is that we weren’t in that place by chance. It was not an
improvised mission. “The guidebook of this profession says that if you are caught,
in no way must you acknowledge who you work for. If they catch you, you’ve had
it.
During the first months that we were in prison there was one fact that made us
stay strong. During the Portugal Summit, they gave us the day's newspapers and I
began to read the words of our Comandante where – among other things – he
affirmed that if it were true that we were working for Cuba, Cuba would never
abandon us. That was decisive for us. That day we passed the newspaper from cell
to cell and then had our own Roundtable. From then onward, the enemy had no
chance with us.”
Ramón: ”When they arrested us in Miami that was the hardest part, the part you
don’t want to think about, I refused to do so. So you begin an internal search, to
dream of things. That, and revolutionary idealism, that’s what helps you to win
out. Every time I thought about my wife, my daughters, of the hardship for them
and for me, of everything that was happening, of not having been able to enjoy
Elizabeth's two pregnancies, of not seeing my little girls, and of Cuba, the pain
was very intense. So I, for example, took refuge in sports, I became obsessed by
them, I am an avid chess supporter, chess absorbed me and I said to myself, 'I
have to think of the task, of Gerardo, of the struggle.' “The mind is very
treacherous, it takes flight and at night you begin to feel melancholy, and you
search for psychological resources which might help you: Cuban music, Silvio
Rodríguez, Los Van Van or sports. “Prison helps to find the best or worst in
human beings.
All prisons are hard. There are people who lack the strength to overcome those
conditions. We had difficult conditions, principally Gerardo, in the state
penitentiary, and at that moment you search within yourself, and even within the
history of Cuba. You begin to think of (Antonio) Maceo, Mariana Grajales, of
Martí, the sacrifices they made, of an asthmatic Che climbing mountains; you
think that they too went through this, you remember our women compañeras
who endured torture during the dictatorship, and that like us, they had families,
they had people who loved them, who were on their side, and they withstood it.
“Poetry helped me as well, I write poems, although they are not as good as Tony's,
I wrote a lot every day. These are the resources that one seeks. For us five,
Gerardo was always the center of everything, and we knew that if he was free, so

would we be. That spirit of brotherhood, affection, revolutionary love which
united us, was also what gave us strength. “To all, our embrace.”
Antonio: “The lawyers we were initially given were [state appointed] public
defenders. But when they learned about the essence of the case, they came to
identify with us, with our families, and to feel admiration.
It is not usual for a lawyer to have those sentiments for his or her client. We must
mention one who never ceased fighting in this battle, our dear and intimate
friend Leonard Weinglass, who unfortunately is no longer with us and was unable
to enjoy this victory.
“In my case, the prosecution always tried to find at least one person to testify
against me, and never achieved that. That solidarity extended throughout the
prison and when I was giving classes the prisoners called me teacher and this
atmosphere of admiration on the part of the lawyers, the prison, and all those
who knew the nature of the people of Cuba, was a constant for the Five.
“Today I was asked, 'Didn't you have problems in prison? We spent eight and a
half years in penitentiaries. Gerardo spent 12 years there. They were very violent
prisons. But we found respect. We had serious arguments many times, but
respect prevailed. This is because we were five innocents unjustly incarcerated for
a political motive, for the simple interest in punishing Cuba for the issue of
relations between the two countries.”
Gerardo: One cannot talk of the case of the Five without talking about the
solidarity movement. Over the years, pride in being Cuban has multiplied, thanks
to the display of solidarity of our people. At the same time, many people in the
United States have made an enormous sacrifice, even lost their jobs to dedicate
their life to our cause. For all of them, our embrace.”
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