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María Elena Pinillos, a strongly opinionated woman with a warm and caring 
disposition, was, above all, an extremely compassionate person. Her compassion 
was a significant driving force in her life, fueling her care and concern for family, 
friends, students, co-workers, neighbors, and the community at large. When she 
learned that some of her former ESOL kindergarten students were at risk of being 
deported as young adults, she drafted letters defending their character and their 
right to stay in the U.S.  

She volunteered at soup kitchens, tutored students in reading and writing (usually 
without accepting payment), and worked tirelessly in the classroom – both with her 
kindergarteners in public schools and for many years at adult community education 
centers, teaching English to adults at night.  

María Elena died on October 27, 2020 from Parkinson’s disease and associated 
end-stage dementia. She was 75 years old. 

María Elena (also lovingly known as María, Maruja, Marujita, Abuela Mima, Ms. 
Pinillos, Pinillos, and Mom), had an undeniable zest for life. She lived each day 
with a heightened sense of energy and excitement and took pleasure in the tiniest 
of things – the flowering of a mango tree, the juicy sweetness of a slice of 
watermelon, the glimpse of a blue jay in her backyard. 

For all intents and purposes, she was “foodie” and enjoyed cooking an array of 
dishes (arroz con pollo, paella, brisket, tortilla soup, Thanksgiving turkey with 
homemade stuffing) almost as much as she loved dining out at restaurants. She was 
extremely picky and would only eat meals made with quality ingredients and 
cooked with care. In fact, even as her dementia worsened during the last few 
months of her life, she often refused meals that were not up to her culinary 
standards.  

A lover of gardening and nature, the cinema, and the arts, María Elena was a 
member of the New World Symphony, Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden, New 
York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, and visited museums and art exhibits the 
world over. She was a passionate ballet enthusiast and spent many a Friday 
evening attending live performances of the Miami City Ballet. She shared her love 
of ballet with her children and granddaughters, who she took to see the Miami City 
Ballet’s production of The Nutcracker every holiday season. Thrilled with the 



newly built Adrienne Arsht Center for the Performing Arts near downtown Miami, 
she donated money to the cause. If you visit the Arsht Center, search for the brick 
with her name on it. 

She adored traveling, and even on a modest school teacher’s salary, managed to 
save enough to spend weeks travelling across Europe in the summers, visiting 
Switzerland, England, France, Spain, and Italy along with her two (at the time) 
college-aged children. Undoubtedly, one of her favorite summer spots was San 
Felice Circeo, Italy, a picturesque seaside town on the Mediterranean Sea. It was 
here where she repeatedly rented a summer apartment in the center of town, 
providing herself and her children with the chance to bask in the beauty and 
richness of Italian life. Some of her longest-lasting friendships were born on the 
European continent. 
 
Maria Elena Pinillos was born on March 18, 1945 in Havana, Cuba. Her father, 
Genaro Pinillos, a wine, rum, and cognac maker, was born in Spain and later 
moved to Cuba. Her mother, Joaquina Herrero Pinillos, originally from a small 
town outside of Guantanamo, Cuba, was a homemaker.  
 
Soon after Dictator Fulgencio Batista fled Cuba and Fidel Castro took control of 
the government in 1959, Joaquina (Maria Elena’s mother), who was recently 
widowed and feared the direction the country was headed in, decided to send her 
two underaged children to the United States as part of Operation Peter 
Pan/Operación Pedro Pan, a program that airlifted more than 14,000 
unaccompanied Cuban children between the ages of 6 -18 from Havana to Miami 
between December 1960 and October 1962. At the age of 17, Maria Elena left 
Cuba by herself in 1962; her younger brother, Genaro, boarded a similar flight to 
Miami five months later. She remained at Camp Matecumbe in Florida City for 
two weeks before being relocated to an all-girl Catholic high school in Beaverville, 
Illinois, where other exiled Cuban girls were being housed. 
 
Upon hearing that a family friend from Cuba was living in Los Angeles, Maria 
Elena relocated to the West Coast. She landed a job at Pacific Fidelity Life 
Insurance, where she met Paul Sedelnik. The couple later married, and in 
November 1967, welcomed fraternal twins (los jimaguas) into the world. When her 
children were in elementary school, she decided to go back to college and earned a 
bachelor’s degree in early childhood education from California State University at 
Northridge. After divorcing and moving to Miami in 1980 to start a new life, she 
attended university again, this time to earn a master’s degree in bilingual education 
from Florida International University.  A life-long learner, she took Flamenco 



classes, practiced Tai Chi, learned to create stained glass, took conversational 
Italian, learned how to knit with a church group, and more recently, enrolled in 
Arabic classes at the University of Miami. 
 
Maria Elena is survived by her son Mark Sedelnik, daughter Lisa Sedelnik, 
daughter-in-law Michelle Thillman, ex-husband Paul Sedelnik, granddaughters 
Sara, Lucia, and Sophia, and dogs Luna, Leo, Lucy, and Gus Gus. 
 
A service celebrating her life will be held on Sunday, November 15, 2020 at 4:00 
pm Eastern Time at Coral Gables Congregational Church, 3010 De Soto Blvd, 
Coral Gables, Florida 33134. 
The service will also be live streamed and can be accessed via Zoom at the 
following link: https://gablesucc.org/maria-elena-pinillos-memorial/  
 
In lieu of flowers, donations can be made to Team Hope of the National 
Parkinson’s Foundation. For online donations, go to Parkinson.org, Ways to Give, 
Make a Tribute Gift, and click on “My Gift is in Memory of Someone.” Donations 
by check should be made payable to “Parkinson’s Foundation” and mailed to: 
Parkinson’s Foundation, 200 SE 1st Street, Suite 800, Miami, FL 33131. Please 
indicate “Tribute Gift: María E. Pinillos” in the check’s memo line. 
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