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Havana seems like a paradise to Dino when he
is growing up in the 1950s. After two long years
away in Spain, he knows for sure that he never
wants to live anywhere other than Havana. But
after a new kind of dictator takes power in 1959,
Dino’s family abandons sun-drenched Cuba for
dark and dreary New York City. Told by the incomparable Rosemary Wells, this is the real-life
story of boy whose heart stays behind when he
flees his beloved hometown.

Discussion Questions
My Havana may mean different things to different readers. For some it will be a story about homesickness, for
others a history lesson, and for still others a story about
art. This difference in viewpoints may lead to lively discussion. Use the following questions to see what most
interests your students about this book.

3. Dino’s father complains that Dino is always stopping as they walk along the streets of Havana. What
sights capture the boy’s attention? Would they
capture yours? Would you have enjoyed strolling
through Havana with Dino?
4. Why does Dino’s family go to Spain?

1. “We live in a city built by angels,” says Dino’s father
(page 3). What makes Havana so heavenly? What
are Dino’s favorite places in the city?
2. Dino won’t admit this to his cousins, but he thinks
of Havana as another mother. How can a city be
like a mother?
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5. Looking at his grandparents, Dino sees his “mother
divided into two people” (page 21). What does he
mean by this? What are the strong physical resemblances in your family?
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6. Why is Dino frightened by the police officers in
Spain? Why is his father frightened by them?
7. Who is Francisco Franco? How did he rule over the
people of Spain?
8.“It is holy to work with your hands,”
says Dino’s grandfather (page 26).
But he wants his grandson to work
with his head. What does he mean
by that? Why does he want Dino
to work with his head rather than
his hands?
9. Dino attends school in Spain. Why
won’t he recite Spain’s oath of allegiance?
10. Dino loved to draw pictures of buildings in Havana.
Why does he find it so hard to draw in Spain? At
what point does he finally feel like he can start
drawing in Spain? What does he draw?

17. How is Dino treated by his new teachers in New
York City? How is he different from his other
Spanish-speaking classmates?
18. Why is Dino sent down to be with the kindergartners? What gets him sent back up to the fourth
grade?
19. Dino feels homesickness “sweep over” him in New
York (page 55). How does he keep himself from
being overwhelmed by sadness? Have you ever been
homesick? How did you get past it?
20. How does Dino learn English? How does he make
new friends?
21. T
 he author’s note reveals that Dino grew up to be an
architect. Why is that the ideal profession for him?

11. The president of Cuba, General Fulgencio Batista,
sometimes eats at the restaurant owned by Dino’s
father. Why is Batista never given a bill? Who are
Batista’s friends? Why do you think Dino’s mother
fears them?
12.	Dino’s father’s says that Batista’s people should pay
like everyone else. What do you think about that?
13.	What kind of “disgraceful” business does the chief
of police want Dino’s father to go into?
14.	Dino’s father is immediately suspicious of Fidel
Castro and his followers. What makes him decide
that Cuba’s new leader will be even more dangerous
than its last?
15.	Why does Dino’s family leave Cuba for the United
States so abruptly? What are some of the things in
Havana that Dino wishes he could have said goodbye to?
16. “When you fall and scrape your skin on pavement,”
Dino writes to a friend back in Havana, “that is how
New York feels against the eye” (page 49). What
does he mean by that?
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Vocabulary
My Havana includes some words in Spanish, as well
as some English words that may be unfamiliar to your
students. Create a chart of unfamiliar words, beginning
with the following. See if your students can volunteer
the meanings of these words. Then have the class look
up the words and write down their definitions. Invite
your students to add other words from My Havana to
the list.
El Líder 		

courtyard

dictator		

funnel

president 		

crème de menthe

hardwood 		

tarantula

Abuela and Abuelo

Mafia

headwaiter		

subway
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History Projects
1. M
 y Havana is set in the past. Ask your class: “What
are some clues, in pictures or words, that tell you
when the story takes place?” Together make a list of
these clues.
2. Divide your class into four groups. Have each group
research a different national leader mentioned in
My Havana: Fulgencio Batista, Francisco Franco,
Fidel Castro, or Dwight D. Eisenhower. Ask each
group to find the answers to the following questions
and then present their findings to the class:
• When was this person his country’s leader?
• What sort of leader was he?
•W
 hat was the most interesting thing you
learned about him?
3. Ask each student to answer the following questions
in full paragraphs. Post students’ answers on the
wall for others to read.

is able to smell the ocean? Why do you think that
makes him feel happy again?
4. Remind students that home is important to Dino,
which is why he wanted to say good-bye to his beautiful city. Have the class use an Internet image search
engine to look up the buildings in Havana that Dino
mentions. Invite students to choose their favorite.
Then ask them to think of a favorite building or
place in their own hometown and draw, photograph,
or paint a picture of it.

About the Authors
ROSEMARY WELLS first heard Dino Fernandez’s
story on the radio when she happened to hear him talk
about emigrating from Havana to New York City as a
ten-year-old boy. Convinced that Dino’s story would
strike a chord in young readers, just as it had in her,
the author later asked his permission to turn it into
a book. Rosemary Wells lives in Connecticut and is
among America’s most celebrated writers and artists
for children.

•W
 ould you believe it if someone told you that
all the riches and apartments and food and
medicine in the world could be divided equally
among everyone?

SECUDINO FERNANDEZ has lived in the United
States since 1959, when he left Cuba with his mother
and father. He is an architect in New York City.

•W
 hat is this belief system of government
called?

About the Artist

• Do
 you think it would work? Why or why
not? Explain.

Geography Projects
1. Post a world map. As a class, find
the three cities where Dino and
his family lived.

PETER FERGUSON was born and raised in Canada.
As a child, he thought he would like to be an architect,
until he learned that people would not want him to
design Victorian buildings. His artwork has appeared
in magazines and newspapers and in several books for
children. He now lives in Japan with his wife and cats.

2. Ask the class: How long did it take Dino’s family to
travel to Spain from Cuba? Figure out together how
long their trip might take now.
3. As a class, find Coney Island on a map of New York.
Point out that Dino claims he can see Cuba when
he is high atop the parachute ride at the Coney
Island amusement park (page 61). Ask your students: Is that possible? Do you think Dino really
sees an island? Can you tell from the map why Dino
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You can find an interview with the authors and
illustrator at www.candlewick.com.
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