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The publication of 90 Miles to Havana by Enrique Flores-Galbis in 2010 marked a significant contribution to the 

landscape of historical fiction for young adults. As a 2011 Pura Belpré Honor Book, the novel serves as both a 

semi-autobiographical account of the author’s experiences and a critical window into Operation Pedro Pan. This

technical analysis explores the literary structures, historical frameworks, and educational metrics that define the

work, providing a comprehensive resource for educators, historians, and literary critics.

I. Historical Framework: Operation Pedro Pan (1960–1962)

To understand the narrative mechanics of 90 Miles to Havana, one must first grasp the technical complexities of its 

historical catalyst: Operation Pedro Pan. This clandestine exodus was the largest recorded migration of 

unaccompanied minors in the Western Hemisphere. Between December 1960 and October 1962, over 14,000 

Cuban children were sent to the United States by their parents, who feared indoctrination under Fidel Castro’s

revolutionary government.

The Geopolitical Nexus

The distance mentioned in the title—90 miles—is a precise geographic measurement of the Florida Straits, but in

the context of the Cold War, it represented a profound ideological chasm. The operation was coordinated by the

Catholic Welfare Bureau in Miami, headed by Father Bryan O. Walsh, with the tacit support of the U.S. State

Department. The technical execution involved the issuance of visa waivers for children, bypassing traditional

immigration bottlenecks during a period of severed diplomatic ties.



Feature Historical Reality (Operation Pedro 
Pan)

Narrative Depiction in the Novel

Volume 14,048 children total. Focuses on Julian and his two 
brothers.

Primary Motivation Fear of the patria potestad (state 
control of children).

Julian’s parents’ reaction to 
revolutionary changes.

Reception Centers Camps like Matecumbe, Kendall, and 
Florida City.

Camp Matecumbe is the primary 
setting for the conflict.

Duration Varying; some reunited in months, 
others years.

The novel follows the immediate 
transition and struggle.

II. Core Literary Concepts and Narrative Architecture

Enrique Flores-Galbis utilizes a coming-of-age (Bildungsroman)structure layered with the tropes of survival

literature. The protagonist, Julian, undergoes a transformation that is meticulously paced through three distinct

phases: the erosion of domestic stability in Havana, the Darwinian struggle of the refugee camp, and the eventual

reassertion of agency through creative and mechanical skill.

The Archetype of the Artist-Observer

A recurring motif in the novel is Julian’s role as a visual observer. Flores-Galbis, himself a professional painter,

imbues Julian with a "visual literacy" that allows the character to process trauma through drawing. This is a critical

psychological mechanism; by translating the chaos of the revolution and the camp into fixed images, Julian exerts

control over an environment that has stripped him of his autonomy.

Power Dynamics and Hierarchy (The 'Caballo' Model)

The technical core of the novel’s conflict resides in the social hierarchy established at Camp Matecumbe. In the 

absence of parental authority, a vacuum is created, filled by a bully named Caballo. The novel explores the social 

mechanics of bullying, which can be broken down into three components:

•  Monopolization of Resources: Caballo controls the distribution of food and favors.

•  Isolation: Breaking the bonds between siblings (Julian and his brothers Gordo and Alquilado).

•  Enforcement of Silence: Using the threat of physical violence to prevent reporting to camp administrators.

III. Technical Breakdown of Reading Metrics and Curricular Integration

For educators and curriculum developers, 90 Miles to Havana is frequently integrated into middle school literacy 

programs, specifically the CKLA (Core Knowledge Language Arts) Unit 6. The novel is classified under several

technical reading standards.

Quantitative Measures

•  Lexile Framework: 790L (Moderate complexity, suitable for grades 5–8).

•  Page Count: 304 pages.

•  Genre: Historical Fiction / Multicultural Literature.

•  Themes: Displacement, Resilience, Political Revolution, Family Bonds.

Qualitative Analysis: Text Complexity



While the Lexile measure is 790L, the qualitative complexityis high due to the sophisticated use of metaphor and

the historical background required to appreciate the subtext. The author employs "dark humor" and "visual

imagery" to navigate mature themes of political instability and systemic neglect, making it a valuable tool for

developing critical thinking skills.



Standard Component Application in "90 Miles to Havana"

Key Ideas and Details Analyzing how Julian’s character develops in response to 
the loss of his home.

Craft and Structure Evaluating the impact of the first-person perspective on the 
reader’s understanding of the Cuban Revolution.

Integration of Knowledge Comparing the fictional narrative with primary source 
documents from Operation Pedro Pan.

IV. Comparative Analysis: Political Change vs. Personal Identity

The novel juxtaposes the macro-political shifts in Cuba with the micro-personal shifts in Julian’s family. This can be 

analyzed using a Comparative Matrix of Stability.

Matrix of Transformation

1.  Phase 1: Pre-Revolutionary Havana - Characters have defined roles (Julian is the protected youngest child). 

Stability is high; the environment is predictable.

2.  Phase 2: Revolutionary Transition - The "neighbor vs. neighbor" dynamic begins. Trust is eroded. The 

technical mechanics of daily life (buying food, speaking in public) change.

3.  Phase 3: Displacement (Miami/Camps) - Total loss of social status. Julian must re-define himself not by his 

family name, but by his utility and resilience.

V. Engineering the Narrative: Symbolism and Motifs

Flores-Galbis uses specific objects to anchor the narrative's abstract themes. These "technical anchors" help young

readers grasp complex emotional states.

The Drawing Pad

The drawing pad is more than a hobby; it is a technological toolfor survival. In the camp, Julian uses his ability to

draw to earn respect and record the injustices he witnesses. It represents the preservation of truth in an

environment of propaganda.

The Small Boat

The boat used in the attempt to rescue their parents is a symbol of mechanical agency. Throughout the book,

Julian transitions from being a passenger (literal and metaphorical) to being an active participant in his fate. The

technical process of fixing or navigating the boat mirrors his internal growth.

VI. Field Guide for Educators: Implementing a Technical Study

When teaching 90 Miles to Havana, educators should utilize a multi-disciplinary approach that combines history,

social studies, and literary analysis.

Step-by-Step Instructional Procedure

•  Step 1: Historical Grounding: Present archival footage or articles regarding the 1959 Revolution and the 

subsequent rise of Castro.

•  Step 2: Character Mapping: Have students track the three brothers (Julian, Gordo, Alquilado) and how their 

sibling dynamics shift when their parents are removed from the equation.



•  Step 3: Tactical Reading: Focus on the "Camp Matecumbe" chapters to discuss the psychology of power and 

bullying.

•  Step 4: Comparative Media: Compare the novel to the author's real-life interviews to distinguish between 

historical fact and fictionalized narrative pacing.

Common Troubleshooting in Classroom Discussion

•  Challenge: Students may struggle with the political nuances of why parents would send their children away.

•  Solution: Use a "Push-Pull" factor chart to illustrate the reasons for leaving (push) and the perceived safety of 

the U.S. (pull).

•  Challenge: Difficulty with Spanish terminology or cultural references.

•  Solution: Maintain a running glossary of terms used in the book (e.g., gusanos, compañero).

VII. Psychological and Sociological Implications

The novel provides a profound look at Refugee Trauma  and Acculturation. Julian’s experience is not just about 

moving from point A to point B; it is about the fragmentation of identity. Technically, this is referred to as

"liminality"—the state of being between two worlds. Julian is no longer fully Cuban (as he has been exiled) and not

yet American. He exists in the "90 miles" of the title.

The Impact of Sibling Separation

The novel highlights the technical failure of many refugee programs of that era: the inability to keep siblings

together. The stress of being the "protector" vs. the "protected" creates a friction between Julian and his brothers

that serves as a primary driver of the plot’s emotional arc.

VIII. Broader Implications and Long-Term Value

The enduring relevance of 90 Miles to Havana lies in its ability to humanize the statistics of migration. While the 

data shows 14,000 children, the narrative focuses on the qualitative experienceof one. This approach is essential

in developing empathy and historical literacy in young readers. The work stands as a testament to the resilience of

the human spirit when faced with systemic upheaval.

By analyzing the novel through its historical, technical, and pedagogical lenses, we see that Flores-Galbis has

created more than a story; he has created a portable archive of a pivotal moment in Western history. The book’s

sophisticated use of visual imagery, its unflinching look at the mechanics of power in youth environments, and its

grounding in real-world events ensure its place in the canon of significant historical fiction. As we continue to

navigate global migrations and political shifts, the lessons of Julian’s journey from Havana to Miami remain as

pertinent as ever, providing a framework for understanding the cost of freedom and the enduring strength of the

family unit.
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