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TAYLOR
SWIFT

‘Reputation’: A
track-by-track
breakdown of

feuds, relation-
ships and Kanye.
HoustonChronicle.

com/Swiftreputation

HARVEY
AFTER-
MATH

The latest: Houston
families who lost

housing during
Harvey sleep where

they can.
HoustonChronicle.

com/Harvey

GRAY
MATTERS
‘We all have an

opinion about the
city’: A conversa-
tion with the new
executive director
of the Rice Design

Alliance.
HoustonChronicle.
com/GrayMatters

BBQ
STATE

OF MIND
Listen:

How Pappas
is rethinking

barbecue.
HoustonChronicle.
com/BBQpodcast

1.
Galveston man sentenced to life for sex traf-
ficking minors A judge ordered aGalvestonman
who led a sex-trafficking ring to serve life in prison.
Read it:HoustonChronicle.com/sentenced

2.
Houston title giant Stewart considers pos-
sible sale, merger TheHouston title and real
estate services firmsaidMonday it is considering
putting itself up for sale.

Read it:HoustonChronicle.com/stewartsale

3.
If doubting work of Red Cross, compare facts
and rumors TheRedCrosswas affectedby the
flooding just like every agency.
Read it:HoustonChronicle.com/redcross

TRENDING STORIES FROM
HOUSTONCHRONICLE.COM:I

t sounds like a story
plucked from an
author’s wild imagi-
nation: A 13-year-old

girl leaves her family in
Havana behind to spend
a year in the country
living with strangers.
She sleeps in a ham-
mock, teaches two whole
families to read, then
barely escapes with her
life when she’s targeted
by insurgents hiding in
the hills.

But author Katherine
Paterson didn’t make up
the plot of “My Brigadis-
ta Year,” her new novel
for middle-graders. It’s
based on a stunning
piece of Cuban history,
one she has realized
many Americans have
never heard.

“I felt like it was an
important story that
needed to be told,” said
Paterson, the author
of “Bridge to Terabi-
thia,” “The Great Gilly
Hopkins” and dozens of
other titles. She’ll be in
Houston on Saturday,
discussing “My Briga-
dista Year” as part of
Inprint’s Cool Brains!
reading series for young
people.

After Fidel Castro
took power in the Cuban
Revolution, he declared
1961 to be the “year of
education.” He stood be-
fore the United Nations
assembly and swore he’d
wipe out illiteracy in
Cuba in a year. Instead
of funneling every-
one into the existing
educational system, he
decided to use an army
of volunteers, recruit-
ing literate Cubans of all
ages to fan out across the
countryside and teach
people, one on one.

More than 250,000
Cubans signed up to
join the campaign—
andmore than half of
themwere women and
girls. In fact, more than
100,000 of the volun-
teers were between ages
10 and 19.

The volunteers left
their lives behind for a
year. After a few days
of training, they got
dropped off in small
towns or in the country-
side andmoved in with
poor rural families, in

homes without run-
ning water or electric-
ity.When they weren’t
helping with work in the
fields, they taught each
family member how to
read and write.

Meanwhile, counter-
revolutionaries saw the
literacy campaign as a
threat to the class system
they treasured, and
some of them threatened
the lives of the briga-
distas. One teacher, a

16-year-old boy, was
killed by insurgents.

But despite the dan-
ger, the programworked.
More than 700,000
Cubans learned to read
and write that year, and
today Cuba has a literacy
rate of 99.7 percent.

Paterson first learned
about the brigidistas
in 2015, when she was
getting ready for a trip
to Cuba to attend an
international books

conference.
“I didn’t know

anything about the
campaign,” she said. So
she read a book about it,
then watched the 2011
documentary “Maestra,”
which tells the story of
nine womenwho volun-
teered for the campaign
when they were young
girls.

“I was so inspired by
these women and by
what they did,” Pat-
erson said. “They all
praised that year as a
turning point for their
lives, when they found
out what they could do
when they realized they
could be strong people
and accomplish things.”

Paterson’s story is fic-
tion but stays true to the
experiences of a real-life
young girl. Her hero-
ine, 13-year-old Lora, is
young and scared but
wants the adventure
that leaving Havana
can offer. “I will always
remember the thrill of
receiving my uniform
and equipment,” Lora
says. “Dresses with frills
and flouncy skirts were
frommy past life. Even
the more severe pleated
skirt and white blouse
of my school days were
left behind. Now I would
wear the uniform of a
brigadista.”

By the end, Lora
echoes the words of a
real brigadista Paterson
encountered: “I taught
the campesinos how
to read and write,” she
says, “and they taught
me how to be a person.”

Paterson said she’s
gotten some pushback
for writing a story that
casts Castro, a dictator,
in a positive light. But
she thinks it’s important
to see the whole picture.

“I just wanted us to
realize that it’s OK to
see that your enemy has
done some good things,”
she said.

While most dicta-
tors want the people to
remain ignorant, Pater-
son said, “I think Fidel
Castro, for all his faults,
knew that in order to
have a strong nation you
had to have a literate
nation.”

By AlysonWard

alyson.ward@chron.com
twitter.com/alysonward

Children’s author’s
latestbook is inspired
byreal-lifehistory

‘My Brigadista Year,’ the story of a girl
who leaves family behind to live with
strangers, is a slice of Cuban history

Katherine Paterson, author of “Bridge to Terabithia,” will discuss and sign “MyBrigadista Year” today at
Meyerland Performing and Visual ArtsMiddle School.

Michael P. Farrell / Albany Times Union

››Take a planetary journey through NASA’s archives.
HoustonChronicle.com/nasaplanets

››Picture books help children tackle life.
HoustonChronicle.com/picturebooks

››New picture books from local authors.
HoustonChronicle.com/newchildrensbooks

BOOKS

Author
appearance
Katherine Paterson
will discuss and sign
“My Brigadista Year”
as part of Inprint’s
Cool Brain! series.

When: 3 p.m.
Saturday.

Where: Meyerland
Performing and
Visual Arts Middle
School, 10410 Man-
hattan Dr., Houston.

Cost: Free

Information:
InprintHouston.org

Raul Corrales / Granma

Fidel Castro declared 1961 to be the “year of
education” inCuba and swore he’dwipe out illiteracy.


