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Foreword

In the summer of 1980, more than 125,000 Cubans aban-
doned their homes and possessions and emigrated to the
United States. When what began as a stream of dissidents
became a torrent of refugees, the United States was caught
short. Cuban Premier Fidel Castro was able to use the 1980
exodus for his own political objectives and, in the process,
overwhelmed US immigration capacity.

In this definitive study of what happened during those six
months of 1980, Captain Alex Larzelere (US Coast Guard,
Retired) shows how Castro controlled the initiative, forcing
the United States into a reactive position. Among the refu-
gees he allowed to leave Cuba, Castro included significant
numbers of criminals, spies, and political prisoners, thereby
showing disregard for international rules regarding emigra-
tion. The Carter administration’s plan to deal with the crisis,
as the author points out, came too late to be effective. Antic-
ipating that the United States may face a similar mass influx,
Larzelere argues for a new Migration Plan. He offers a plan
with four major points: (1) rapid executive decisionmaking at
levels lower than the White House; (2) constructive direction
from Washington to Federal agencies on the scene; (3) a work-
ing immigration agreement with Cuba; and (4) a controlled
flow of refugees.

Larzelere’s proposals are worth noting. Castro could do it
again, the author warns: Millions of Cubans would like to
leave the island, and approximately 200,000 already have
Cuban government approval for emigration. Armed with a
comprehensive plan, as suggested here, the United States can
remain a haven for freedom-loving people while at the same
time ensuring control of immigration.

5 CA i

Bradley C. Hosmer

Lieutenant General, US Air Force

President, National Defense
University
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Preface

During the morning calm, the sailing ship EAGLE
entered the Port of Havana under power. I was among
the cadets in white uniforms manning the rail as the
three-masted bark slowly cruised under the long silent
cannons of the Spanish fort guarding the entrance to the
harbor. It was the summer of 1956 and the ships of the
Coast Guard Academy’s Practice Squadron, on maneu-
vers in Caribbean waters, were making an official port
call in the Cuban capital. It was an exciting time for a
young second class cadet—sightseeing, shopping, beach
parties, and a reception at the American Embassy.
Ernest Hemingway, a guest at the reception, regaled his
young admirers with tales of his many adventures.
Some 30 years later, memories of my visit to Havana
were stirred while I researched the complexities of the
1980 Cuban Boatlift, in which I was heavily engaged.

Over the years, I had a number of dealings with
Cuba while assigned to Coast Guard units in Florida.
Upon commissioning in 1958, I was stationed aboard the
cutter ANDROSCOGGIN, homeported in Miami. I
watched in January 1959 as Americans applauded Cas-
tro’s overthrow of the dictator Fulgencio Batista; the
Cuban-American community in Miami was elated. I
remember the large billboard at the entrance to Mac-
Arthur Causeway, declaring in huge letters that Cuba
was finally free. As the months passed, I saw the joy and
excitement turn first to skepticism and then to disbelief
and anger as the government of Fidel Castro moved
deeper and deeper into the communist fold.

When the Bay of Pigs invasion took place in 1961, I
was in command of the 95-foot patrol cutter, CAPE
SHOALWATER (CG-95324). Operating out of Mayport,

xix
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Florida, I was ordered to sail immediately for Key West
at “best possible speed.” Before reaching Key West, my
cutter was called into Miami for a special mission. We
were to stop a ship, loaded with ammunition for the
invaders, from leaving Miami Harbor; the United States
was attempting to distance itself from the failed inva-
sion attempt. I was ordered to “use whatever force is
necessary to prevent the ship from leaving Miami.” The
vessel did not attempt to leave and later was seized by
Federal agents at its mooring, releasing us to return to
Mayport.

A few months later, CAPE SHOALWATER again
was urgently deployed to Miami for a special operation.
The United States had received intelligence that the
Cuban Navy was going to defect en masse; the larger
ships were to sail to South America and the smaller ves-
sels were to attempt to reach Florida. My assignment
was to help the smaller vessels reach the United States.
When I inquired about the loyalty of the Cuban Air
Force, I was told not to worry—they would never fire on
a US ship. After five days of slowly cruising in the Flor-
ida Straits, while waiting for the coded signal indicating
the defection had occurred, I learned that the Cuban
Army had taken over all Cuban naval facilities and
made massive arrests.

In 1979, I took part in constructive negotiations
with a delegation from the Cuban Border Guard. The
week-long meeting in Washington, DC, resulted in
agreements to cooperate in search-and-rescue and law-
enforcement efforts, and to establish direct TELEX com-
munications between Border Guard headquarters in
Havana and Coast Guard headquarters in Miami. The
Cubans further agreed to permit Coast Guard rescue
aircraft to fly across Cuba. The 1980 Boatlift, however,
brought an end to such cooperative efforts. My first
involvement was as Chief of Search and Rescue for the
Coast Guard in Miami, when the refugees began arriv-
ing in April 1980, then as Commodore of the squadron
of Coast Guard cutters operating in the Florida Straits
between Cuba and Florida.




PREFACE xxi

Since the 1980 Cuban Boatlift, no major study of
the Exodus has appeared, only scattered articles analyz-
ing specific events in Cuba or sociological surveys of ref-
ugees in Florida. Most articles take a theoretical
approach to the causes for the events of the spring and
summer of 1980. I felt it was important to comprehen-
sively review and draw together as many of the diverse
historical, political, diplomatic, domestic, and opera-
tional issues involved in the Boatlift as possible, inter-
relating them in a single work.

Personal interviews provided the greatest insights
into what happened and, more important, why it hap-
pened. (The 46 individuals interviewed and their roles
during the Cuban Boatlift are listed at page 517.) Offi-
cials directly involved in decisionmaking at the highest
levels were most cooperative, encouraging, and candid
in their discussions. Talks with Federal workers who
served both at sea and ashore in South Florida during
the episode revealed vivid memories of long days and
nights of intense activity. Their recall of the events of
those hectic days was undiminished by the passage of
time. Most called the Cuban Operation the most emo-
tional experience of their careers.

I am especially grateful to the refugees who openly
discussed their turbulent experiences during the Cuban
Exodus. I acknowledge that in these sessions with the
refugees, 1 received only the views of those Cubans who
left the country. The views of those who stayed in Cuba,
however, are clearly stated in the pages of GRANMA,
the official newspaper of the Cuban Communist Party.

I would like to acknowledge the support and cama-
raderie of Dr. Fred Kiley and his splendid staff at the
National Defense University Press. I sincerely admire
their professionalism and appreciate their interest and
willing support. A special note of thanks to Ed Seneff, a
good friend and a good editor, for whom I have the high-
est regard. Finally, I thank the US Coast Guard for giv-
ing me the opportunity to undertake this project. I
sincerely hope that the book has captured faithfully the
exceptional accomplishments of the Coast Guard and all
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the Federal agencies that reacted so well to a most diffi-
cult situation.

The Cuban Boatlift was an event of unprecedented
proportions—an episode of immense human drama lead-
ing to direct confrontation between two nations that
stopped just short of military conflict. It was a difficult
period, during which the United States was viewed as
unable to gain control over its own border or protect its
national interests. Understanding not only what hap-
pened but why it happened is of critical importance for
the United States. We must consider how to deal with
another massive migration by sea—for I have little
doubt that this nation will face such an event again
sometime in the future.




Chronology of
Castro’s Cuba

January 1959-March 1980

1959

1-2 Jaruary

16 February
April

17 May

17 July

1960
March

1 May

Ceneral Fulgencio Batista, President of
Cuba, flees to the Dominican Republic, and
Castro’s victorious revolutionary troops enter
Havana.

Fidel Castro becomes Cuban Prime Minister.
Castro delays general elections in Cuba for
at least four years to “solve our problems”
and “create conditions for free elections.”
Visiting the United States, he denies any
cause for American concern for communism
in Cuba.

Under a new Agrarian Reform Law, Cuban
government expropriates 8.3 million acres of
estate and plantation farm land.

Manuel Urritia resigns as Cuban President,
accusing Castro of plotting a communist
takeover of Cuba. Castro installs Osvaldo
Dorticos as President.

French munitions ship blows up in Havana
Harbor while off-loading Belgian arms and
ammunition. Castro blames the United
States for the explosion and the deaths of 70
people.

At May Day rally, Castro ends free elections
in Cuba and announces nationalization of all
private schools.

xxiii




xxiv

7 May
11 May
18 June
29 June

6 July

7 August

28 September

19 October
20 December

1961

3 January

17 April

7 December

1962

January

19 March

1980 CUBAN BOATLIFT/LARZELERE

Cuba joins Mexico, Argentina, and Uruguay
in establishing diplomatic relations with the
Soviet Union.

Cuba’s last independent daily newspaper,
Dario de la Marina, is closed after publish-
ing editorial critical of Castro government.
Cuba signs trade agreement with the USSR.
Cuba expropriates Texaco, ESSO, and Shell
refineries.

President Eisenhower halts imports of
Cuban sugar.

Castro expropriates all companies owned by
US firms including 36 US-owned sugar
mills—estimated value is more than $500
million.

Cuban government organizes neighborhood
Committees for the Defense of the Revolu-
tion (CDRs) to monitor the activities of all
Cubans.

United States embargoes exports to Cuba.
Castro begins purge of Cuban judicial system.

United States breaks diplomatic relations
with Cuba after the Cuban government
orders US Embassy staff reduced to 11
persons.

US-supported Cuban-exile invasion of Cuba
at the Bay of Pigs fails after three days;
1,180 of the 1,500 invasion force are captured
and imprisoned.

Castro declares himself a “Marxist-Leninist
until the last day of my life.” He says he has
been a communist since the beginning of the
revolution.

Organization of American States (OAS) can-
cels Cuba’s membership.
Food rationing begins in Cuba.




14 October

23 December

1965
10 October
1 December

1967
9 October

1968
March

1970
26 July

1973

15 February

CHRONOLOGY OF CASTRQ'S CUBA Xxv

Aerial photographs reveal Soviet missiles in
Cuba. President Kennedy orders naval and
air quarantine of island. Fourteen days later,
USSR Secretary General Khrushchev orders
missiles removed. United States agrees not
to invade Cuba.

United States ransoms Bay of Pigs prisoners
for $56 million in food, medicine, and farm
machinery.

Cuban port of Camarioca is opened to boats
of “Cuban Exiles” who wish to return to pick
up relatives.

“Freedom Flights” begin.

Argentine revolutionary Ernesto “Che”
Guevara killed while attempting to foment a
Cuban-sponsored revolution in Bolivia.

Cuban government confiscates remaining
55,600 small businesses in Cuba. including
peddler trade.

Castro accepts responsibility for failure of
the 10-million-ton sugar harvest and offers
to resign. He remains in office by popular
demand. Cuba becomes more dependent on
USSR for economic assistance.

United States and Cuba sign antihijacking
agreement. Both countries are required to
return hijackers or bring them to trial.




xxvi

6 April

1975
29 July

12 October

1976

15 February

3 December

1977

18 March
1 September

1978

November

20 November

1980 CUBAN BOATLIFT/LARZELERE

“Freedom Flights” are halted after bringing
260,561 Cuban refugees to the United States.

United States and 15 other nations vote to
end Organization of American States sanc-
tions against Cuba.

Cuba sends troops to fight in Angola.

National referendum approves new Cuban
constitution guaranteeing freedoms of
expression, religion, and association (if they
do not conflict with the government and the
principles of the revolutioni. The Constitu-
tion recognizes the Communist Party and
declares Cuba a socialist state.

Castro takes office as President of the Coun-
cil of State; his brother Raul becomes Vice
President.

United States authorizes travel to Cuba.
United States and Cuba exchange diplomats
and open Interests Sections in Havana and
Washington.

Cuba enacts the de peligrosidad (potentially
dangerous) law empowering the Cuban gov-
ernment to arrest and imprison anyone for
up to four years as a potential threat to
society.

Cuba sends 17,000 troops to support the left-
ist government in Ethiopia.

Cuban government begins releasing political
prisoners for emigration to the United
States. Castro establishes a dialogue with
the Cuban-American “Committee of 75.”




1979

1 July

30 August

1 October

11 October

3 November

1980

January

31 January

21 February

8 March

CHRONOLOGY OF CASTRO’S CUBA xxvii

First airline flights since 1961 resume
between Cuba and the United States. More
than 100,000 exiles return to visit Cuba in
1979.

Presence of Soviet ground combat troops in
Cuba disclosed. President Carter demands
their removal.

Surveillance of Cuba increases, military
exercises at the Guantanamo Bay Naval
Base are scheduled, and a new military com-
mand for the Caribbean is established at
Key West.

At the United Nations in New York, Castro
criticizes US economic embargo and its pres-
ence at Guantanamo Bay.

Political prisoner release program ends after
3,900 prisoners are released.

Cubans forcefully hijack three vessels to
reach the United States—the Cuban govern-
ment dredge FIFTH OF DECEMBER. the
Liberian freighter LISSETTE, and the
Cuban fishing boat LUCERO—and force the
crews to sail to the United States where the
hijackers request asylum.

Cuban Analytic Center of the Central Intel-
ligence Agency forecasts the possibility of
another large-scale Cuban emigration.

State Department learns about discussions
within Cuban government concerning
reopening the Port of Camarioca.

Castro, in a speech to the Third Congress of
the Federation of Cuban Women, warns that
if the hijackings do not stop, Cuba may be
forced to open another “Camarioca.”




Chronology of
the Mariel Boatlift

April-November 1980

1980

1 April Struck by ricocheting bullet, Cuban guard
dies in incident at Peruvian Embassy in
Havana, when six Cubans crash bus through
gates to seek asylum.
US Refugee Act of 1980 becomes effective.

3 April Federal interagency group addresses pos-
sibility of another Camarioca-style boatlift.

4 April Cuban guards removed from Peruvian
Embassy and gates left open. Havana Radio
broadcasts within Cuba that the Peruvian
Embassy is open.

6 April Cuban government returns guards to Peru-
vian Embassy after 10,856 Cubans crowd
onto the grounds in 38 hours. requesting
asylum. Barricades are erected to seal off
streets leading to Embassy.

9 April Andean Pact Foreign Ministers. in
emergency session in Peru, address refugee
problem and appeal to other countries for
assistance in resettling refugees.

14 April President Carter annvunce, United Staies
will accept up to 3,500 Cubans from Peru-
vian Embassy under the 1980 Refugee Act.
United States offers $4,250,000 to assist ref-
ugees.

16 April Refugee evacuation flights to San Jose, Costa
Rica, begin at invitation of Costa Rica’s Pres-
ident, Rodrigo Carazo. Cuban government
halts flights after two days.

¢ xxviii
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19 April One million Cubans parade in “March of the
Fighting People” past Peruvian Embassy,
demonstrating support for Castro’s regime.
Costa Rican government recalls its General
Consul from Havana. Napolean Vilaboa of
the “Committee of 75” organizes flotilla of 42
boats and sails from Miami to bring back ref-
ugees.

21 April Fishing boats DOS HERMANOS and
BLANCHE III arrive in Key West with 48
Cuban refugees.

23 April National Security Council staff begins meet-
ings with agencies to respond to refugee
arrivals. US State Department warns boat-
ers that bringing illegal aliens into United
States is a felony, punishable by heavy
penalties. Warnings are tranomitted by
Coast Guard as Urgent Marine Information
Broadcasts in English and Spanish.

24 April US Coast Guard commences surveillance
flights over waters between Mariel and Key
West and deploys rescue cutters to the area.

25 April Some 300 to 400 boats reach Mariel Harbor
and wait to pick up refugees.

26 April Vice President Mondale holds interagency

meeting at White House to address Cuban
refugee situation.
State Department requests the suprort of
Cuban-American community leaders in stop-
ping the uncontrolled boatlift at a meeting in
Washington.

27 April Fierce storm rips through Straits of Florida
and wreaks havoc with flotilla of boats going
to Mariel for refugees. US Coast Guard Cut-
ter DALLAS arrives on scene and takes
command of at-sea operations. Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
designated to coordinate on-scene Federal
response to the Cuban refugee emergency.
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28 April

2 May

3 May

5 May

6 May

8 May

11 May

US Customs Service begins seizing returning
boats for bringing in illegal aliens. FEMA
suspends seizures after two days as mood on
waterfront of Key West becomes tense.

Influx of Cuban refugees becomes more of a
domestic crisis than a diplomatic problem.
Task of coordinating White House response
to situation transferred from National
Security Adviser to President’s Assistant for
Intergovernmental Affairs. In Havana, for-
mer political prisoners and their families,
gathered outside US Interests Section, are
attacked by mob of 300 club-wielding Cuban
men brought to the area in government
buses.

The first of four processing centers and reset-
tlement camps opens at Eglin Air Force Base
in northwestern Florida for arriving refu-
gees.

Navy Amphibious Assault Ship USS
SAIPAN and Tank Landing Ship USS
BOULDER arrive on scene to assist the six
Coast Guard cutters with refugee relief and
rescue work. Navy P-3 aircraft from Naval
Air Station (NAS) Jacksonville augment
Coast Guard surveillance flights.

President declares an emergency for State of
Florida, authorizes $10 million in refugee
emergency funds. President’s emergency
declaration, under Public Law 93-288, autho-
rizes funds for FEM.. to respond to refugee
crisis.

Representatives of 22 nations and 7 interna-
tional organizations meet at conference in
San Jose, Costa Rica, to address Cuban refu-
gee situation.

Two Cuban jet aircraft attack and sink Royal
Bahamian Defense Force patrol boat 400
miles east of Mariel.




14 May

16 May

17 May

20 May

27 May

2 June

3 June

CHRONOLOGY OF THE MARIEL BOATLIFT  xxxi

President Carter announces Five-Point Pro-
gram to end Boatlift, including plans for
alternate transportation for refugees and a
resolve to punish boaters who violate the
order. Coast Guard begins transmitting
Urgent Marine Information Broadcasts
advising all US boats in Mariel and enroute
to Cuba to return to the United States,
Broadcasts report that US Government will
make other arrangements to safely transport
refugees from Mariel.

Coast Guard establishes barrier at sea to
prevent boats from going to Cuba. United
States formally protests Cuba’s actions in
sending overloaded vessels to sea from Port
of Mariel to the Inter-Governmental Mar-
itime Consultative Organization of the
United Nations.

The 35-foot pleasure craft OLO YUMI, over-
loaded with 52 refugees, sinks north of Mar-
iel, killing 14. Coast Guard Cutter
COURAGEOUS and its helicopter rescue 38.

White House announces arriving Cubans
will not be treated as refugees, under Refu-
gee Act of 1980, but rather as applicants for
asylum. Coast Guard Aviation Detachment
Key West established at NAS Key West.

Coast Guard Auxiliary initiates “Operation
Keyring” to assist regular Coast Guard
Forces with rescue work in Florida Keys dur-
ing the Cuban influx.

President Carter approves involuntary call-
up of 900 Coast Guard Reservists to assist
during Cuban refugee relief operations.

Panamanian Motor Vessel RED DIAMOND
arrives in Key West with 731 refugees on
board. United States arrests master and Pan-
ama cancels vessel’s registration. Number of
Cuban arrivals exceeds 100,000.
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4 June

7 June

10 June

20 June

15 July

14 September

25 September

19 November

Congressional hearings address problem of
criminals and undesirables arriving in
Boatlift.

White House denounces Cuba’s exportation
of “hardened criminals from Cuban jails,”
calling it “eynical, inhuman, and a serious
violation of international law.”

Navy ships depart Cuban Operations as flow
of refugees decreases.

“Cuban-Haitian Entrant” status established
for recently arrived Cubans and Haitians.

Cuban-Haitian Task Force established,
under US State Department’s Office of Refu-
gee Affairs, as lead agency for refugee reset-
tlement. FEMA remains involved in funding
and coordinating role.

Four Navy 172-foot ocean minesweepers and
five high speed 65-foot Navy patrol boats join
Coast Guard Cutters in preventing boats
from reaching Cuba to pick up refugees.

Cuba ends 159-day Boatlift—orders all boats
out of Mariel.

First of 600 Cuban refugees, stranded in
Mariel when Boatlift ended, begin arriving
by air in Miami.
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1
An Open Gate

In view of the regrettable death of a (Cuban)
guard at the Peruvian Embassy and the Peru-
vian Government’s tolerant attitude toward
such criminals, the Government of Cuba has
decided to withdraw the guards from the Peru-
vian diplomatic mission. From now on, the
embassy’s officials will be solely responsible for
what occurs in their embassy. We cannot give
protection to embassies that do not cooperate
with that protection.

Statement by the Revolutionary Government
in GRANMA, Havana, 4 April 1980

T HE MORNING SUN WAS SHINING BRIGHTLY as three die-
sel bulldozers made their way along the broad Avi-
enda Quinta in the once fashionable Mirimar section of
Havana. Men and women on their way to work stopped
to watch the heavy machines rumble past the carefully
trimmed and shaped trees that divided the two lanes of
the avenue.!

It was 8 a.m. on 4 April 1980. The day also was
Good Friday, a once solemn religious holiday for the
people of Cuba, now just another day for the workers of
this communist country. The bulldozers ground to a halt
in front of the gates of the Peruvian Embassy. The
embassy guards shouldered their machine guns and left
their concrete guard posts. The recently reenforced

3
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guard detachment, soldiers of the Cuban Interior Minis-
try, gathered around the bulldozers to talk with the con-
struction workers. As they conversed, the soldiers and
workers gestured toward the guard posts and the
damaged iron gates, grim reminders of a recent
incident.

Three days earlier, six Cubans seeking asylum had
commandeered a city bus and driven to the Peruvian
Embassy. When the bus headed
Political for the gates and accelerated,
Asylum the Cuban guards opened fire.
Two people on the bus were
wounded as the vehicle passed through the fusillade,
crashed into the gates, and reached sanctuary on the
grounds of the Embassy. As the dust settled, 27-year-old
Pedro Ortiz Cabrerra, a Ministry guard, was found on
the ground, mortally wounded by a ricocheting bullet.2
Infuriated by the gate crashing, the Cuban govern-
ment denounced the incident in a scathing statement on
the front page of its official newspaper GRANMA:

The Revolutionary Government of Cuba which has
always maintained a dignified attitude in the face
of attacks from outside and imperialist threats and
has been considerate and respectful in its behavior
toward Latin American countries—in spite of the
traitorous, abetting and cowardly attitude adopted
by many of those governments in the past—is not
willing to stand for the violation of its sovereignty
and its laws, whatever the cost. Therefore it cate-
gorically declares that no person who enters a for-
eign embassy by force will be granted a safeconduct
to leave the country.?

The incident brought to a head the festering contro-
versy over the right of Cubans to seek and receive politi-
cal asylum. At issue was the interpretation of the 1928
and 1932 asylum treaties of the Latin American coun-
tries. The treaties provided that political asylum be
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granted to those who felt their lives were in danger or
feared arrest by police because of their political
activities. The treaties, to which Cuba was a signatory,
specifically excluded from asylum members of the
armed forces and common criminals. Traditionally, the
Latin American countries had broadly accepted the
premise that persons feeling themselves threatened
could seek refuge in a foreign embassy.4 Castro, to the
contrary, adopted the position that political asylum was
merely a mechanism to protect criminals and counter-
revolutionaries.

Earlier in the year, when 12 people seeking asylum
had successfully rammed through the gates of the Peru-
vian Embassy, a strange chain of diplomatic events
began. Acting on his own initiative, the Peruvian
Ambassador, Edgardo de Habich, refused the request for
asylum, dispatching the 12 men, women, and children
back to their homes. He also sent a letter of apology to
the Cuban Foreign Ministry. The Cuban government
was so pleased with the actions of the Peruvian Ambas-
sador that Castro had the letter published on the front
page of GRANMA .5 Seeing the potential to advance
Cuba’s position against political asylum, Cuban Foreign
Minister Isidoro Malmierca called a meeting of repre-
sentatives of all of the Latin American embassies. At
the meeting, he praised the actions of Ambassador Hab-
ich and suggested that other embassies follow Peru’s
example. He denounced those who crashed their way
through embassy gates as ineligible for political asylum.

Latin American diplomats were appalled at the sug-
gestion that any government deny requests for political
asylum; granting such asylum was a respected tradition
throughout Latin America. Each diplomat expressed
disappointment with the actions of the Peruvian
Ambassador and refused to support the suggestion of
Foreign Minister Malmierca. The last to speak was
Ambassador Habich, who reported the following Peru-
vian government position: His own action in not grant-
ing political asylum had been “de-authorized” by the
Peruvian Foreign Ministry, which had ordered him to
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bring the 12 people back to the sanctuary of the Peru-
vian Embassy. Ambassador Habich then reported that
he already had carried out these orders, personally
going to the homes of the 12 and transporting them
back to the Embassy in his own station wagon. Finally,
he announced his own recall as Peru’s Ambassador to
Cuba. The Cuban Foreign Minister's meeting had been
a dismal failure and, as a result, relations between
Cuba and the other Latin American countries, par-
ticularly Peru and Venezuela, concerning the issue of
asylum became even more strained.6

When the guards and workers finished their discus-
sions in front of the Peruvian Embassy, the bulldozer
drivers went to work, reducing
Cuban Guards the cement guard posts to rub-
Removed ble. The workers next removed
the large boulders placed to pre-
vent vehicles from approaching the gates. When the
work was completed, the bulldozers rumbled back down
Avienda Quinta and the guards marched off uncer-
emoniously, leaving the gates to the Peruvian Embassy
open and unguarded.’

The people who had stopped on the street to watch
the demolition work were confused by what they had
just seen. The once heavily guarded gates of the Peru-
vian Embassy now were wide open. They could see no
indication of soldiers or police anywhere in the neigh-
borhood. Few had heard the Radio Havana broadcast,
timed to coincide with the removal of the guards, that
announced, “In the face of the painful death of the guard
at the Peruvian Embassy and the tolerant attitude of
the Peruvian Government toward criminals, the revolu-
tionary Cuban government has decided to withdraw the
guards from the embassy.”®

Inside the Embassy, the six members of the Peru-
vian diplomatic legation, headed by Charge’ d’Affaires
Ernesto Pinto Bazerto, were both puzzled and alarmed
by the Cuban Government'’s actions, the Havana Radio
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broadcast, and a Cuban Government message which
said, “From now on, the embassy’s officials will be solely
responsible for what occurs in their embassy. We cannot
give protection to embassies that do not cooperate with
that protection.”

In addition to concerns for the safety of his own dip-
lomatic mission, Pinto worried about what would hap-
pen to the 25 Cubans, granted political asylum at
various times throughout the year, now living in the
Embassy. While a few had talked or tricked their way
past the guards, most had used buses or trucks to batter
their way through the gates.

The guards had not been gone long before the first
group of young men seeking asylum arrived. After fur-
tively checking for soldiers, they crossed Avienda
Quinta and hastily climbed over the Embassy fence.
Glancing over their shoulders, they hurried across the
broad lawn toward the two-story white marble buildings
of the Embassy. Stopped and searched by cautious Peru-
vian security guards, alerted for trouble, the young men
were questioned. Their names and documents were
taken, and they were released to wander in the gardens.

More people passed cautiously through the
Embassy gates, reluctant to believe no guards or sol-
diers would stop them. Once inside the compound, they
freely roamed about the carefully maintained lawns and
terraces. Some sat in the shade of the huge mango trees,
talking quietly. Many of the early arrivals were young
men eager to leave the difficult conditions in revolution-
ary Cuba. Disillusioned by the lack of personal freedom,
unable to obtain good jobs, and being free of family
responsibilities, they were not reluctant to abandon
their national ties in the hopes of finding freedom and
opportunity in other countries. Many of the young men
were of draft age and did not want to join the 50,000
Cuban soldiers and technicians serving in Angola and
Ethiopia.!?® Soon families with small children, and
young married couples arrived at the Embassy. The
grounds took on the appearance of a spring outing. The
people enjoyed the peacefulness of the gardens,
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AP‘Wide World Photos

Cubans who sought refuge at the Peruvian Embassy on 20
April 1980 squeeze together in attempts to sleep on the
crowded grounds.

admiring the lovely lawns, ornate shrubs, and flowering
poinciana trees.
The tranquil setting, however, was soon to change.

Before midnight, 300 people had decided to enter
the Peruvian Embassy in an attempt to leave Cuba; by
3 a.m., the number had in-

Trickle creased to 500. As word spread
Becomes through Havana that the Peru-
A Torrent vian Embassy was accepting ref-

ugees, the rate of new arrivals
increased. By dawn, people were scattered throughout
the grounds, sleeping on benches and the lawns, and
between flower beds, or sitting on the grass in small
groups, talking in hushed tones. The flow of Cubans
grew throughout the night—young and old, men and
women, individuals and groups.!! The Cuban press
reported the rush of people to the Peruvian Embassy:

As was to be expected, a few hours after Cuban
guards were withdrawn, hundreds, in their great
majority criminals, lumpen, and antisocial ele-
ments, loafers and parasites, had gathered on the
grounds of the Peruvian embassy.... Some of them
have unfortunately taken with them relatives,
including children.?2
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Cuban police on Avienda Quinta kept the morning traf-
fic moving but made no effort to interfere with the hun-
dreds of people streaming into the Peruvian Embassy
grounds. During the night of 4 April, Fidel Castro rode
past the Embassy twice to observe personally the defec-
tion of his citizens. In the morning, he called for a meet-
ing with Peru’s Charge’ Pinto. What Castro apparently
had intended as an embarrassment for Peru and an
“object lesson” for other Latin American embassies had
become an embarrassment for Cuba. Clearly, he had
expected no more than a few dozen “malcontents” to
enter the Embassy.13

On 5 April, Mr. Pinto was recalled to Lima, Peru, to
confer with his government. With him when he left,
Pinto carried a personal message from Cuban President
Fidel Castro to Peru’s President Francisco Moreles Ber-
mudez. Because of the situation, Cuba’s ambassador to
Peru, Luis Karakadze, already had been recalled to
Havana on Friday, 4 April 1980.!4

Throughout Holy Saturday morning, hundreds of
people flocked to the Miramar District, some seeing for
themselves what was happening at the Peruvian
Embassy, others planning to defect. Edmundo Navarro
Cremati, a 37-year-old interpreter, and his family were
curious and initially went to watch:

I said to my wife, ‘Let’s go to the embassy to see
what is happening.’ I had no intention of going
(into the Embassy), but then we were standing in
front of the fence near the gate watching people
crowd in and I felt my heart in my throat. I was
looking at a man inside. He looked at me. [ was
saying to him with an expression, ‘So what?

When the man inside motioned to Navarro’s 10-year-old
son Arodi, the boy went in and Navarro and his wife fol-
lowed.!’5 In a matter of seconds, the Navarros had
decided to abandon their home and all their belongings
and leave their families and friends.

This story, repeated over and over, indicated the
desperation of the Cuban people to leave communist
Cuba in search of social and economic freedom.
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About 2 p.m. Saturday, three senior officials of the
Cuban government rode in a van down Avienda Quinta
to the Peruvian Embassy and, using loud speakers,
spoke to the people inside. The officials said that every-
one, except those persons who originally had entered the
Embassy by force, were free to leave Cuba as ordinary
citizens if other countries would issue them visas. They
also promised that the people could move freely between
the Embassy and their homes. Inside the compound the
people replied to the announcements with shouts of
“Liberty! Liberty!” They did not believe they would be
allowed to return to the Embassy once they left the
grounds.16

The promises blared over the loudspeaker indicated
a major change in the position of the Cuban government
toward emigration, particularly to the United States.
Until the Peruvian Embassy incident, only people
included in ongoing negotiations had been authorized to
leave Cuba for the United States in recent years. The
most recent agreement allowed approximately 3,600
political prisoners, previously granted amnesty by Fidel
Castro, and parents and children of Cuban emigres to
leave Cuba for the United Staies in a parolee status.!?

As the number of people crowding into the Peruvian
compound increased to more than 1,000 Saturday, they
asked reporters covering the situation not only to
express their appreciation to President Morales of Peru
for his humanitarian action in granting them asylum,
but also to convey their pleas for food, water, and medi-
cine for the children. What had begun as a trickle of ref-
ugees quickly had become a torrent. As thousands more
poured through the gates and over the fences, Peru’s
Foreign Minister Arturo Garcia y Garcia accused Cuba
of failing to meet its internationel responsibilities of
providing security for embassies. He said that the Gov-
ernment of Cuba, in removing the guards at the Peru-
vian Embassy, had exposed the legation to a “mob
whose motivations and real intentions are not known.”!8

Seventeen-year-old Mario Lopez, who lived only a
few blocks from the Peruvian Embassy, sensed the
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excitement. He and his friends were among the first
youths to enter the grounds. Because he had not partici-
pated fully in revolutionary government youth
activities, he knew his educational opportunities and
future in Cuba were uncertain. He saw the open
Embassy gate as an opportunity. About 2 a.m. Satur-
day, Mario went back to his home. He excitedly told his
mother, “Momma, Momma, come with me, I can get you
into the Embassy.” She was hesitant at first, but then
decided to see what was happening. She saw many of
her neighbors and friends, who urged her to come
inside. Mario finally told his mother he was going inside
the compound with or without his family, and would
stay “no matter what happened.” She went back to her
apartment and convinced her husband that this was the
opportunity for the family to leave Cuba.!?

Mario’s mother and fathir decided to go to the
Embassy with their other two children Saturday night.
So they wouldn’t arouse the suspicions of the represent-
ative of the Committee for the Defense of the Revolution
(CDR) responsible for their group of homes, they left
their apartment separately after dark. They didn’t tell
their children their intentions until they were ready to
leave. About 10 p.m., Mrs. Lopez and Mario’s 12-year-
old brother left the apartment, taking little with them
so they wouldn’t attract attention. As usual, the woman
from the CDR was at the front of the building, and
wanted to know if they were going for a walk.

Mrs. Lopez jokingly replied, “No, we are going to
the Embassy!” They both laughed, and Mrs. Lopez left.
Mr. Lopez left later, picking up their 15-year-old daugh-
ter at a neighborhood party. By arrangement, they all
met a short distance from the Peruvian Embassy. When
they saw uniformed police directing traffic near the
gates, they were afraid they would be stopped. Their 12-
year-old son guided them to the rear of the grounds.
Reaching the fence in the dark, they helped their two
children over and then climbed the fence themselves.
They abandoned their jobs, homes, and belongings for
the chance to leave Cuba.




2
Asylum

Our heart goes out to the almost 10,000
freedom-loving Cubans who entered a tem-
porarily opened gate at the Peruvian Embassy
Just within this week.

President Jimmy Carter
Washington, DC, 9 April 1980

BY SATURDAY NIGHT, THE PERUVIAN EMBASSY
GROUNDS WERE AWASH in a sea of humanity. The
once beautiful lawns and shrubs had been trampled flat
and hundreds of small under-ripe mangoes once hang-
ing from trees had been eaten. Soon all the fruit from
the papaya trees was gone, and the people began to eat
the leaves. By early Easter Day, more than 7,500 per-
sons had crowded onto the Embassy grounds. Inside the
chain-link fence, the people chanted, “Peru! Peru!”
while hundreds of Castro supporters outside replied,
“Fidel! Fidel!” and shouted “Gusanos!” (“Worms”).!

The foreign press was reporting widely the flight of
thousands of Cubans desperate to escape revolutionary
Cuba. It was rapidly becoming an international embar-
rassment to Cuba and a personal affront to Fidel Castro,
who had based his reputation as a Third World leader
on the achievements of his model society. “When the
Cubarn giards were withdrawn, the Peruvian diplomats
demonstrated they were incapable of controlling the
ensuing situation,” the Cuban government said. “This is
a demonstration of the bitter fruits of the policy of pro-
tecting common criminals.”?

13
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On Sunday morning, Castro ordered the movement
of people to the compound hzlted, streets to the
Embassy closed, and barricades
Gates erected to seal off the area.
Closed During the 38 hours the guards
were absent, 10,865 men,
women, and children had crowded onto the Embassy
grounds, an area slightly larger than a football field.?
Cubans still tried to reach the safety of the Peruvian
Embassy even after the area was sealed off. The driver
of a truck bringing water to the compound and the
driver of an ambulance sent to pick up an injured person
both abandoned their vehicles and joined the other
refugees.

“Pepe,” a taxi driver hired to take a group of
reporters to the Embassy, criticized and belittled the
people seeking asylum, calling them “parasites” and
“scum.” But when the reporters finished their inter-
views and tried to find the taxi, both Pepe and the vehi-
cle were gone. The reporters assumed another fare had
hired him, but when they returned to the compound the
next day, they saw Pepe among the refugees inside the
Embassy fence. Once he had talked with the people
seeking asylum, he joined them.*

A family that made a 22-hour train journey from
Oriente Province was not as fortunate. When they
arrived in Havana at 10 a.m., they borrowed a car to
drive to the Peruvian Embassy. Several blocks from the
compound they were stopped and taken to the police sta-
tion, where the husband, a political prisoner from 1965
to 1975, was detained. When his wife inquired about
him, .he police told her that 4,000 prisoners were on
their way to the Combinado del Este prison by train and
he probably was among them.®

A Cuban farmer and his family travelling from the
countryside were arrested when they attempted to reach
the Embassy. At the police station, an angry mob beat
them with electric cables. Police also stopped a 36-year-
old woman and her family as they approached the
Embassy. They were similarly abused by an angry mob
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at the police station. Even her 9- and 10-year-old chil-
dren were beaten with electric cables, while the police
did nothing to restrain the mob. The police released the
woman, but kept her identity card, which meant she
would lose her job.6

Another man, unable to get to the Embassy with
his family before the guards sealed off the area, stole a
taxi and tried to crash through the barricades. Police
stopped the vehicle with a burst of gunfire; the wife and
a young girl were killed. The wounded driver was
dragged from the car and beaten with rifle butts. The
gunfire also wounded three people inside the
compound.’

After the Peruvian Embassy had been closed, a
junior member of a foreign diplomatic mission watched
as 100 people gathered with small suitcases and bundles
on the street corner across from his home in the
Miramar section of Havana. The Cuban guard assigned
to the house told the diplomat the people wanted to
know if the house were an embassy—they wanted to ask
for asylum. The guard explained that when he told them
it was a private home, the people still waited. As the
diplomat watched, a mob appeared and beat the waiting
people with clubs, dispersing them. Soon members of the
local Committee for the Defense of the Revolution
(CDR) patrolled the corner.8

The Cuban government-controlled Radio Havana
called the people at the Peruvian Embassy “criminals,”

“bums,” ‘““anti-socials,” and
In the “lumpen.”* “Even though in our
Peruvian country homosexuals are not
Compound persecuted and harrassed,” the

official newspaper GRANMA
said, “there are quite a few of them on the Peruvian
Embassy grounds, aside from all those involved in

*Lumpen is a word of German origin meaning a member of the crude
and uneducated lowest class of society. It is used here, and by Marx-
ists, to describe non-producing parasites of the state.
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gambling and drugs who have no easy outlet for their
vices here.” Diplomatic sources familiar with the situa-
tion, however, disagreed with these characterizations,
commenting that the refugees actually represented a
spectrum of Cuban society, including doctors, artists,
and journalists, as well as many workers and farmers.®

Living under a communist form of government for
the past two decades obviously had influenced the
Cubans in the compound. One of their first actions was
to form a central commission to coordinate the com-
munal lives of the people at the Embassy. The central
commission found that of the 7,020 people they sur-
veyed, 3,000 were men, 1,320 were women, and 2,700
were children; 40 children were younger than 45 days
old and 50 persons were more than 60. Also included in
the survey were 150 former political prisoners.1?

This unofficial commission, which provided a sense
of order in the overcrowded compound, was made up of
21 men and 6 women, including a third-year law stu-
dent, a surgeon, a Seventh Day Adventist, a furloughed
jail inmate, and a convicted car thief. The commission
distributed what little food and water was available and
kept order among the refugees. Dr. Aristides Martinez,
a pediatric surgeon who served as a member of the com-
mission, said that commissioners calmed the refugees,
stopping fights before they could start by warning,
“That’s what the government wants—to make you look
like animals.” The refugees suspected that the Cuban
government had infiltrated provocadores into their
midst to make trouble. The commission also collected
data for visas and exit permits.!!

Sensitive to the international interest generated by
the sight of the refugees at the Peruvian Embassy, the
Cuban government provided water and had four hotels
supply small box lunches of chicken, rice, potatoes, and
beans. The boxes were thrown over the fence to the
exhausted asylum seekers. Refugee Ivan Rodriquez said
that the government brought television cameras with
the food to show how desperate the people were.!? The
government set up a few portable toilets outside the
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Embassy, but the people were afraid to leave the sanctu-
ary of the Embassy grounds to use them.

Sanitary conditions became horrible in the hot and
rainy weather, and the stench of urine and excrement
pervaded the compound. The muddy ground and the
press of humanity made sleep nearly impossible; bodies
overlapped when people lay down. The unsanitary con-
ditions and lack of water caused a fear of disease as
hundreds of small children were forced to lie in their
own waste. Men sleeping in trees and on the tile roofs of
the Embassy buildings interlocked their arms to keep
from falling. Despite hunger, heat exhaustion, and diar-
rhea, the people remained strong in their resolve to
leave Cuba. Dr. Martinez, who was in the compound for
eight days, reported the refugees displayed amazing dis-
cipline: “They were ready to die to leave the country.
Women with sick children preferred to keep them at the
Embassy rather than have the the government doctors
treat them outside (the compound).”!3

The two-story Embassy mansion sheltered many of
the women and young children. A baby boy born in the
mansion on Easter Day was named “Peru.” Pro-
government supporters gathered outside the fence to
taunt the people, chanting “Scum! Scum! Up with the
workers! Down with the criminals, let them go to Peru!”
They threw sticks and stones at the defenseless ref-
ugees, who were gathered so tightly that they could not
avoid being hit. Nine refugees were injured, one was
reportedly struck by a bullet.!*

Abandoning their buildings on Sunday, Peruvian
diplomats moved to the Mexican Embassy to continue
coping with the crisis. Peruvian Foreign Minister
Arturo Garcia y Garcia reported in an official communi-
que from Lima that people in the compound were suffer-
ing from dehydration, sun stroke, and gastroenteritis.
“Peru cannot feed the refugees at the Embassy because
Cuban food is purchased with ration cards,” he said,
adding that Peru alone could not accept all the refugees.
He asked for help from the other Andean Pact countries
of Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia.!
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Tuesday night, 8 April 1980, a Peruvian Foreign
Ministry delegation, headed by senior diplomat
Armando Lecaros de Cassio, arrived at Jose Marti Air-
port to manage the crisis in Havana. A member of the
delegation, Jorge Voto Bernal, said he had “never seen a
case in the international community such as the one
created by the Cuban Government.” Charge’ Lecaros
talked to the people and asked them to remain calm and
patient. He later reported that, despite many injuries
and unpleasant conditions, the atmosphere at the com-
pound was calm; people were peaceful and sang to pass
the time away.!6

President Castro visited the Peruvian Embassy on
Monday, 7 April, and told the people they would be per-
mitted to leave Cuba. Despite
Safe-Conduct their displeasure with the
Passes Cuban government, the refugees
remained silent during his brief
stay, demonstrating the awe and admiration they felt
for the charismatic revolutionary leader. After Castro’s
visit, government officials, in an attempt to defuse the
situation, offered green “safe-conduct” passes to the ref-
ugees so they could leave the Embassy and return to
their homes. The officials promised the people would be
told when the time had come for them to leave the coun-
try. In spite of the terrible conditions at the Embassy,
only 1,730 of the 10,865 people accepted the passes. The
next day, another 1,000 accepted the green cards and
left the compound. The rest of the refugees were afraid
they would not be allowed to reenter the Embassy
grounds once they had left. They also feared violence
from the pro-Castro “bully boys” who waited just outside
the fence.!”

Jose and Dora Martinez and five of their seven chil-
dren were among the people who had crowded into the
Embassy when the guards were removed. Despite the
unbearable conditions, they were determined to stay.
When their 10-year-old son Carlos came down with a
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fever and stomach cramps, however, they were forced to
return to their two-story home in Miramar with safe-
conduct passes. When they got home, their neighbors
called them “worms” and “scum,” spattering the win-
dows of their house with eggs. Green-uniformed police
warned their friends and visitors away from the house.
Locking themselves in, the Martinezes kept their shut-
ters closed. Stick-wielding neighbors threatened their
20-year-old son when he tried to go outside. Friends
warned them, “If you go outside, they will burn you.”

Organized by local CDRs, neighbors banged metal
pots in front of the Martinez house at night. Without
money and afraid to leave the house, they lived on
mangos from a backyard tree. A sign, “Lumpen live in
this house,” was decorated with worms and dollar signs
and placed in front of their house. Their phone number
was printed on the sign and throughout the night they
received obscene phone calls. Dora Martinez assumed
the government was provoking them into reacting, so
they could be arrested.!?

When Frank Gallardo and his family returned to
their home with safe-conduct passes, they could not
believe the actions of their neighbors: “They told our
children to leave us—that they were the children of the
country. We lived for 20 years in the same house. Our
neighbors did it out of fear.”!?

Despite the obvious crisis, the Castro government
continued to defend its position against granting politi-
cal asylum to Cubans who forced

Cuban their way into embassies, blam-
Position ing Peru and Venezuela for
causing the current situation. A

front-page editorial in GRANMA on the day of Castro’s
visit to the Embassy charged that, by granting asylum
to “delinquents,” Peru, with thousands of people in its
Embassy, and Venezuela, with 15 people in its
Embassy, were encouraging “criminal elements” and
jeopardizing the security of all embassies. GRANMA
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also reported a plot to take over the US Interests Sec-
tion in Havana. Wayne Smith, in charge of the section,*
said he knew nothing of the plot, though he had heard
rumors of possible demonstrations by people frustrated
by the long wait for visas.2"

The situation at the Peruvian Embassy heightened
tensions among the Latin American countries and por-
tended serious international implications for Fidel Cas-
tro’s government. Peru, which had supported Cuba in its
unsuccessful bid for a seat on the United Nations
Security Council, indicated it would consider “an even-
tual break” of relations with Cuba. Venezuela, one of
the most influential countries in Latin America, reiter-
ated its support for the right to seek asylum and said it
awaited “evidence on the part of Cuba that it knows
how to appraise its relations with our country.” Both
Peru and Venezuela, along with the other Andean Pact
countries of Colombia, Ecuador, and Bolivia, had led
Latin American efforts to end the American economic
boycott of Cuba.!

Overwhelmed by the number of refugees on its
Embassy grounds, the Peruvian government appealed
for help to the entire diplomatic

Appeals for community in Havana, the
Assistance United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, and the

International Red Cross, and called an emergency meet-
ing of Andean Pact countries. The United States indi-
cated its willingness to accept “some” of the refugees,

*On 3 June 1977, Cuba and the United States agreed to open Inter-
ests Sections in each others’ capitals on 1 September 1977. The
agreemer.t specified that Cuban and US officials operate the sections
in portions of the closed embassies in Washington and Havana. The
embassies, however, were to continue flying the flags of Czechoslo-
vakia and Switzerland, the two countries representing Cuba and the
United States since 1961. The Carter administration had negotiated
opening the Interests Sections as a step toward normalization of
relations between the two countries.
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provided they went to Peru first. Peru, with a per capita
income of $800 (the same as Cuba’s), was concerned
about the impact of refugees on its fragile economy.
Peruvian diplomats sought commitments to accept refu-
gees from the other nations.??

The thousands of people packed onto the Peruvian
Embassy grounds, suffering from exposure to the ele-
ments and lacking food and water, presented a dramatic
spectacle to the world—a graphic demonstration of the
failures of a communist society. Political organizations
representing a wide range of leftist opinion, with the
exception of the Peruvian Communist Party, condemned
Cuba’s handling of the incident and questioned domestic
conditions that could cause such a defection. “This is a
terrible blow to the prestige of the Cuban revolution,”
stated a Panamanian Marxist. “These are people who
find themselves frustrated by a system that they
believed would bring them true socialism but has failed
to do s0.” Senior UN Diplomat Luis Varela Quiros said,
“The theoreticians will have to change their model of
the Latin American revolution.” The Italian communist
daily newspaper, UNITA, also asked if Cuban socialism
should review the need for changes.?3

Using the Cuban press and Radio Havana broad-
casts, the Castro government repeatedly condemned the
people who sought asylum at the Peruvian Embassy as
enemies of the State and traitors to the Cuban revolu-
tion, ridiculing them and calling them criminals, devi-
ates, and parasites. Castro astutely manipulated the
situation to incite the wrath of the Cuban population.
He called for increased vigilance to guard against trai-
tors in Cuban society. Portraying the refugees as objects
of scorn, he used them to solidify the loyalty and support
of the Cuban people for the regime.
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International Relief

As everybody knows, it is in the United States,
their natural habitat, that the great majority of
the common criminals, lumpen, and other anti-
social elements, for whom there is no place in
our land of revolution, want to live.

“Calling a Spade A Spade”
GRANMA, 7 May 1980

HE UNITED STATES INITIALLY TOOK A STRONG STAND

that the resettlement of refugees at the Peruvian
Embassy in Havana was a Latin American problem. On
Monday, 7 April, State Department spokesman Hodding
Carter said, “The entire matter is up to the Peruvian
government.”

As the refugees’ plight worsened, increasing pres-
sure was put on the United States to become involved.
Influential members of the Cuban exile community
were very vocal in petitioning President Carter to
assist.

The following Wednesday, 9 April, Secretary of
State Cyrus R. Vance reaffirmed the US position: Cuban

refugees were primarily a problem for Latin American
countries to resolve.!

25
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The same day, President Carter, speaking at a
luncheon for several hundred professional, business,
educational, and political
Resettling leaders with Caribbean and
The Refugees Central American interests,
ridiculed Castro’s often-voiced
concept that Cuba was a model for developing countries.
Carter expressed concern for the Cubans in the Peru-
vian compound, but stopped short of offering direct
assistance.2 While the United States tried to minimize
its direct involvement in the situation, such a course of
action would prove to be impossible.

At 3:30 p.m. Wednesday, the Foreign Ministers of
the five Andean Pact countries (Peru, Venezuela,
Colombia, Ecuador, and Bolivia) met in emergency ses-
sion late into the night at the Foreign Ministry in Lima,
Peru.* After the high-level meeting, which was devoted
to the immediate plight of the people in the Peruvian
Embassy, Peru’s Foreign Minister Arturo Garcia y Gar-
cia said his country could not evacuate all the refugees
from the Peruvian Embassy in Havana; he asked that
the Andean Pact countries seek an international relief
effort. He indicated the United States, Costa Rica,
Argentina, West Germany, France, and Spain already
had made commitments to accept refugees. Peru was
ready to accept 1,000 Cubans from the Embassy, and
Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, and Bolivia also had
agreed to resettle refugees.?

In a joint communique, the Andean Group’s Foreign
Ministers asked countries beyond their region to assist
with the refugees. Peruvian diplomats pointed out,
however, that most of the refugees wanted to go to the
United States. At the meeting, held under tight
security, the Foreign Ministers analyzed the political

*Prior to the meeting of Andean Pact countries, Colombia’s Vice
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Colonel Julio Londono Paredes, reported
that his country could not accept any of the refugees from the Peru-
vian Embassy in Havana, because of the ongoing delicate and com-
plex situation of the leftist guerrilla seizure of the Dominican
Republic's Embassy in Bogota, Colombia.
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implications of the Cuban government’s actions and
denounced Cuban President Castro for creating the ref-
ugee situation. They were appalled at the plight of thou-
sands of people without adequate food, water, or
shelter—a situation that became more critical every
day. The UN High Commission for Refugees and the
Intergovernmental Committee for European Migration
said that they would cooperate with Peru’s request for
assistance. Food and medicine gathered by the Peruvian
government in Lima were ready to be flown to Havana.
The Cuban-American community in Miami had col-
lected tons of food and medical supplies to be air-shipped
to Cuba. Some $80,000 in donations also had been
placed on deposit in a Miami bank for purchasing sup-
plies for the refugees.*

In spite of the human suffering, Cuba refused to
permit the International Red Cross or any other inter-
national organization to provide humanitarian
assistance.’

President Carter expressed his continuing deep con-
cern for the people at the Embassy. In a statement from
the White House, the President praised the efforts of the
Andean Pact countries to solve the problem. Encouraged
by efforts of Latin American and European countries,
the President said the United States would bear a “fair
share” of the resettlement costs. Calling on other coun-
tries to assist with the crisis, President Carter said,
“The world also looks to Cuba to assure humanitarian
conditions for the refugees, pending their evacuation,
and to cooperate with Peru and international organiza-
tions to facilitate the prompt, safe, and peaceful exit of
the Cubans from the Embassy.”¢

The State Department stressed that US assistance
would be part of an international effort. “I don’t accept
the proposition that ours (the United States) is the only
country that can act in the situation,” said David Pas-
sage, a State Department spokesman, pointing out that
during the previous 15 months, the United States had
accepted between 9,000 and 10,000 Cuban exiles.
Nearly 800,000 Cubans had come to the United States
since Fidel Castro came to power in 1959.7
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On Monday, 14 April, President Carter announced
Presidential Determination No. 80-16, making
$4,250,000 available for resettling refugees from the
Embassy, under the US Emergency Refugee and Migra-
tion Assistance Fund. In a Presidential Memorandum to
the Secretary of State, Carter said,

I hereby determine, after appropriate consultation
with the Congress. that special circumsiances exist
such that persons ~ho have taken sanctuary in the
Peruvian Embassy in Havana who otherwise
qualify may be considered refugees even though
they are still within their country of nationality or
habiiual residence.... I determine that an unfore-
seen emergency refugee situation exists, that the
admission in response to the emergency situation of
25 to 33 percent of the persons who have taken
sanctuary at the Peruvian Embassy in Havana, up
to a maximum of 3,500 refugees, is justified by
grave humanitarian concerns and is otherwise in
the national interests.?

The entry of the 3,500 Cubans was to be under the
authority of the 1980 Refugee Act, which became effec-
tive 1 April 1980. The act established the following pri-
orities for the entry of refugees: First priority went to
released political prisoners; second priority went to
members of families already in the United States; and
third priority went to refugees seeking political asylum.
Other countries also announced specific plans to accept
refugees. James L. Carlin, Director of the Intergovern-
mental Committee for European Migration, said that
Spain, the first country to volunteer to admit Cubans for
permanent or temporary residence, would admit 500
people. Costa Rica and Canada both agreed to take 300
persons each and Ecuador said it would resettle 200 ref-
ugees.”

Refusing an offer of the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees to assist in the Embassy crisis, Cuba said the
matter concerned only Cuba and Peru. Anxious to
resolve the deteriorating situation, the Cuban govern-
ment began issuing passports and exit documents to
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people at the Embassy, even before firni transportation
arrangements had been made. To entice more people to
leave the compound, an Interior Ministry official read a
statement over a loudspeaker early Friday morning, 11
April: The Cuban government would issue permanent
safe-conduct passes to the refugees, and each person
who accepted a safe-conduct pass also would receive a
passport and an exit document from the Cuban govern-
ment granting permission to leave the country. Docu-
ments would be issued even to people who did not have
their official identification cards. As encouragement to
accept safe-conduct passes and leave the Embassy, refu-
gees were told those people who had the passes would be
the first to leave Cuba. As a result of the government’s
efforts, passes were issued to 1,800 persons who
departed the Embassy on Friday and to another 1,200
on Saturday.!®

The spectacle of the remaining thousands of ordi-
nary men, women, and children enduring despicable
conditions at the Embassy in a bid to flee communist
Cuba was a continuing embarrassment to Castro. Even
though the area around the Embassy was sealed off, and
access to the compound was denied to foreign news
media, reporters’ interest remained high and stories
continued to be printed. The continuing friction between
Cuba and the Latin American countries over the asylum
issue was another consideration—attention to the con-
troversy would continue as long as the Cubans
remained on the Peruvian Embassy grounds.!!

Castro wisely took action to persuade the refugees
to accept safe-conduct passes and leave the Embassy,
helping defuse the situation. He felt once the people
were dispersed to their homes, diplomatic and media
interest would diminish; the Cuban government then
could determine what would happen to the refugees.
People accepting safe-conduct passes and exit docu-
ments had to agree not to return to the Embassy until
the situation had been resolved.

The five members of the Lopez family entered the
Peruvian Embassy late on the night of 5 April. All they
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were able to take with them were a few extra clothes.
They endured the hardships of the Peruvian Embassy
for 10 days before the Cuban government took them by
bus to the Immigration Department to have passports
prepared. Only 40-year-old Mercedes Lopez and her hus-
band were issued passports before they were sent home
with instructions to return the next day to get docu-
ments for their children. While at the Peruvian
Embassy compound, Mercedes heard about people being
beaten when they returned to their homes. To prevent
such harassment, she spent her time at the Immigration
Department washing the family’s clothing and making
the children presentable so they would not appear to
have come from the Embassy.!?

The bus let the Lopez family off some distance from
their home late at night. They journied along the
darkened streets without incident, arriving at their
apartment about midnight. They quietly entered the
building, careful not to awaken the neighbors. The next
day, they returned to the Immigration Department and
obtained the children’s documents, then promptly
returned home.

Mercedes and her family were to wait in their house
behind locked doors for 18 days until they could leave
the country. Bringing them food, their friends came to
hear about what had happened at the Embassy. The
next-door neighbor, resenting the visitors, reported
them to the Committee for the Defense of the Revolu-
tion (CDR). The local CDR representative claimed the
Lopez family was celebrating their attempt to leave
Cuba and wanted it stopped. The family was ordered not
to have any more visitors. Mercedes’ sister was the only
person allowed to come and go from the house and bring
food.

Peruvian Charge d’'Affaires Armando Lecaros de
Cassio made public an official communique reiterating
Peru’s appeal for international assistance. Although the
population at the Peruvian Embassy slowly decreased,
as people accepted safe-conduct passes and exit docu-
ments, conditions remained critical because of the short-
age of food and medicine. A Cuban physician treating
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Refugees are jeered and insulted as they leave the Peruvian
Embassy grounds with safe conduct passes in April 1980. They
are escorted here past the security checkpoint by Cuban
police.

refugees at a temporary hospital set up across the street
from the Embassy, said facilities in the compound were
“dangerously inadequate.” He warned an epidemic was
likely if the number of people was not reduced dras-
tically. The Peruvians reported that only “20 percent of
the people (in the compound) are getting one meal a
day.” Lecaros said Cuba’s refusal to permit any assist-
ance by the three international humanitarian organiza-
tions equipped to provide aid aggravated an already
grave situation. Peru also accused Cuba of delaying
efforts to transport people out of the country.!3

Peru had three Air Force jet transports ready to
evacuate the 1,000 persons the country had agreed to
resettle, with priority to be given to refugees in the
worst physical condition. A diplomatic dispute between
Cuba and Peru delayed the evacuation flights for two
days. Peru wanted the sick, families with small chil-
dren, and older people to be evacuated first. Castro,
aware of the media interest in the arrival of planeloads
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of little children and sick and elderly people who had
endured the “Peruvian Embassy Ordeal,” insisted Cuba
select those to leave from lists of people who had
accepted safe-conduct passes.!*

Veiled intentions of the Cuban government began
to surface on Friday, 11 April, when a Radio Havana
broadcast complained about the lengthy 2,500-mile jour-
ney the refugees would be forced to make to Lima, Peru.
The broadcast suggested the refugees be processed at a
closer location: With Florida less than 100 miles away,
the statement foreshadowed things to come.!5

To facilitate the evacuation, and help overcome the
Cuban government’s objection to the long flight to Peru,
nearby Costa Rica agreed to
Evacuation receive the refugee flights. San
Flights Jose in Costa Rica was offered as
the site for initial processing.
The plan called for two Lineas Aereas de Costa Rica pas-
senger planes to fly to Havana e-h night and return to
San Jose with refugees the follov..ng morning. The first
Boeing 727 carrying refugees landed at Juan San-
tamaria Airport in San Jose at 8:25 a.m. on Wednesday,
16 April.

Crying “Libertad!” “Libertad!” (“Freedom! Free-
dom!”), the refugees emerged from the airplane. Head-
ing the greeting party, Costa Rican President Rodrigo
Carazo welcomed the refugees and embraced many of
them.

Several of the 152 passengers got down on their
knees and kissed the ground.

Safely out of Cuba, the refugees told about their
ordeals at the Peruvian Embassy and later at Jose
Marti Airport in Havana. They talked of hunger, ill-
ness, physical abuse, and constant fear. Edmundo
Navarro, one of the newly arrived refugees, said of his
experience: “It wasn’t living. It was hell.” Accountant
Carlos Domingo said that when the refugees arrived by
bus at Jose Marti Airport in Havana, they had to run a
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Wi ing, and shouting Libertad, Cubans debark from a Lineas
Aereas de Costa Rica jetliner at Santamaria Airport in San Jose,
Costa Rica, on 19 April 1980.

gauntlet of hundreds of Cuban government demonstra-
tors who cursed them. Shouting obscenities, the agita-
tors struck the refugees and grabbed their possessions.
“They took everything,” Domingo said, “women’s ear-
rings, wedding rings, watches, even family heirlooms
and mementos.”16

“They grabbed me and threw me to the floor and
kicked me,” Juan Alberto Rodriquez, a slightly built
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man of 23, said, “but I managed to get away.” Refugee
Maria Ramirez de Gallardo said she saw gold chains
ripped from people’s necks. “They even took my wedding
ring,” she said. “It had been on my finger for 18 years,
but it is all right. I can get another.” The Costa Rican
Red Cross treated passengers for injuries at the San
Jose airport.!?

One refugee, suffering facial cuts and a knee lacera-
tion, said he had been attacked at the airport in Havana
by demonstrators sent by the Castro government “to
hassle us.” Leonel Broche, whose nose had been broken
and his eye bruised by neighbors in the Santa Fe suburb
of Havana, also was treated in San Jose. When they
learned that he had been at the Peruvian Embassy, Bro-
che said, “They hit me with sticks, with rubber hoses,
with their fists.” He had gone to his home with a safe-
conduct pass to get food, having eaten only twice in the
six days he was at the Embassy.!®

People arrived from Havana with nothing more
than the clothes they were wearing and their newly
issued gray Cuban passports. Before allowing them to
depart, Cuban officials took their belongings and
destroyed their personal papers, including addresses of
relatives outside of Cuba. Most of the first people to
arrive in San Jose had spent at least a week at the
Peruvian Embassy compound. They eventually had
accepted safe-conduct passes to their homes to get food
and clothing, and to wait for the evacuation to begin. A
majority of the first 250 passengers were males between
14 and 27. Very few women, children, or older people
were in the first flights. Castro had won his dispute
with Peru over who would be the first evacuees; the
Cuban government had selected who would be in the
first groups to leave Cuba.!®

“I could not believe what these people had to go
through to leave,” Carlos Aguilar, chief of the Costa
Rican Foreign Ministry, said when he arrived in San
Jose with the second planeload of refugees. Aguilar said
plans called for a constant flow of refugees from Havana
to San Jose—two planes every 12 hours. During the first
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Figure 1. Cartoon from GRANMA, 27 April 1980

two days of the airlift 678 refugees were evacuated from
Havana to San Jose. Suddenly, on the third day, the
Costa Rican government announced all flights were sus-
pended at the request of the Cubans. The negative inter-
national publicity generated by the refugee flights had
greatly disturbed the Castro government.

Cuba portrayed Costa Rican President Carazo (see
figure 1) as a lackey of the United States:

Mr. Carazo has promoted the interests of the US
Government and functioned as a mere spokesman
of Washington.... It is clear that Carazo’s watch is
set to Washington time and that it is several dec-
ades, more than half a century to be exact, slow.20
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Costa Rica reported that Cuba had made a new demand:
That the refugees be flown directly to the countries in
which they would be resettled. Castro charged that the
United States and Peru were using the refugee arrivals
in Costa Rica to propagandize against Cuba “for pub-
licity and demagogic purposes.” Cuba said the flights
should go directly from Havana to the United States.

Most analysts believed stopping the refugee flights
was a ploy on Castro’s part and the flights would be
resumed. They saw the move as part of Castro’s “stop-
and-go” tactics. They also reasoned he did not want the
flights competing in the media with the reporting of the
mass demonstration and parade planned to celebrate
the 19th anniversary of Cuba’s defeat of American-
backed forces at the Bay of Pigs (called Giron by the
Cubans). The demonstration and parade were to be out-
pourings of popular support for Castro and his commu-
nist gcvernment; arrangements had been made for
maximum international media coverage.2!

The flights to Costa Rica also may have been halted
because Castro found accounts of the refugees’ hard-
ships emanating from a neutral Third World country
difficult to denigrate and dismiss. The Castro govern-
ment condemned the spectacle of the refugee arrivals in
Costa Rica, saying “the firm, clear stand taken by Cuba
put an end to the whole farcical act they (Costa Rica and
the United States) were trying to stage in San Jose.”22
Refugee stories coming out of the United States were
more easily labeled lies and propaganda. Castro’s inten-
tions to direct the flow of refugees straight to the United
States became more and more obvious: He was maneu-
vering to turn the debacle at the Peruvian Embassy into
a situation that would help ease domestic problems and
divert Cuba’s negative publicity.

In an effort to resolve the Cuban refugee situation,
Costa Rica invited representatives of the United
Nations, the Organization of American States, and more
than 25 countries around the world to meet in San Jose
on 8 May. Costa Rica said the meeting was called to
“help us come up with a solution to the problem of those
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who, of their own free will, entered the Peruvian
Embassy in Havana in the thousands.” The Cuban gov-
ernment again vras extremely critical of President Car-
azo’s initiative, questioning if Costa Rica was “once
again suspiciously serving the interests of imperialism
in this matter.” Havana questioned the need for such a
meeting, saying that the solution to the problem was “to
have US officials really take them (the refugees) in with
‘an open heart and open arms’ as Mr. Carter
promised.”?

Venezuela and Belgium joined other countries in
offering to resettle Cuban refugees; Venezuela said it
would accept 500 and Belgium would take 150. Brazil
and Sweden also agreed to accept unspecified numbers
of refugees.?4

People began assembling along the eastern end of
Avienda Quinta for the parade and demonstration,
entitled “March of the Fighting
Mass People,” as early as 6 a.m. on 19
Demonstration April. A continuous stream of
city buses shuttled marchers
from distant Havana neighborhoods to the parade. Cas-
tro hastily inspected the parade route, speeding down
Fifth Avenue past the Peruvian Embassy in a three-
vehicle caravan. Marchers began moving along the
parade route at 9 a.m., striding forth in neighborhood
groups. The contingent from the Miramar District,
renamed La Playa, led off the parade. Leaders from
neighborhood vigilance committees or other government
organizations, such as CDRs, marched in front of each
group.2
The parade moved at a leisurely pace, with people
of all ages strolling shoulder-to-shoulder down both
sides of the divided avenue. Young children sat on the
shoulders of adults. While the parade originally was
scheduled to celebrate the Cuban victory at Giron, mes-
sages on signs and placards were directed against the
refugees at the Peruvian Embassy. Marchers shouted
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AP Wide World Photos

An estimated one million people take part in the “March of the
Fighting People” 19 April 1980. The mass demonstration,
marking the Cuban victory at the Bay of Pigs, was routed
down Fifth Avenue in Havana, past the remaining Cuban
refugees in the Peruvian Embassy.

taunts and gestured at the 2,000 refugees remaining in
the compound. The 200 journalists observing the parade
were restricted to a tightly controlled press area. Many
journalists, particularly from the United States, had not
been allowed to enter Cuba until the day before the
demonstration. Castro vanted to ensure the mass dem-
onstration would be the focus of media attention and
receive extensive coverage in the US press. Cuba
stopped issuing safe-conduct passes to refugees at the
Embassy before the demonstration to make sure enough
people would remain in the compound to be ridiculed by
the marchers.26

Cuban officials estimated that a million people, half
the population of Havana, took part in the demonstra-
tion—an expression of popular support for Castro’s com-
munist government and contempt for those people who
would leave Cuba. To prevent violence between the
marchers and the refugees, an unarmecd dotachmcit of
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Cuban militia was posted three deep in front of the
Embassy. Castro used a familiar tactic for mobilizing
popular support: Providing an object for the hatred of
the people. While solidifying the loyalty of the masses,
he also sent a message to would-be dissenters. Por-
traying the refugees in the Peruvian Embassy as a
threat to Cuba and to the revolution, he incited the
wrath of the people.?

The demonstration was the largest display of pro-
government support in Cuba since Castro came to
power. Thoroughly organized and well executed, the
carefully staged activities exemplified the Cuban gov-
ernment’s pervasive control over the population—a con-
trol Castro reinforced relentlessly. The enormity of the
demonstration was living proof of the success of his
efforts, which were begun when his rebel troops first
entered Havana in January 1959.
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Revolutionary Cuba

Within a short time we will have reduced the rich
to the middle class and elevated the poor to the
level of what today is called the middle class....
The Revolutionary government does not wish to
harm anyone but the system in which the
Republic was made must be changed.

Premier Fidel Castro
Havana, 17 March 1959

T 2:40 A.M. 1 JANUARY 1959, A DC-4 FLEW OUT OF

HAVANA into a moonless night. On board was Cuban
President Fulgencio Batista y Zaldivar, his family, and
his closest followers. Pressured by increasing victories for
the rebels of Fidel Castro and on the official advice of the
US Ambassador Earl E.T. Smith, Batista had given up his
six-year dictatorship and fled into exile in the Dominican
Republic. Before leaving Cuba, he turned control of the
government over to General Eulogio Cantillo, commander
of the army in Oriente Province.!

Castro was using the home of a sugar mill worker as
his headquarters in a small mill town, named Central
America, and located 40 miles north of Santiago de Cuba,
provincial capital of Oriente Province. He was listening to
Radio Reloj on New Year’s Day 1959 when a news bul-
letin announced Batista’s flight from Cuba. Infuriated by
the news, Castro shouted, “It’s cowardice and treason, a
trick by the dictatorship!” He angrily paced the floor and
repeatedly called Batista a coward. The dictator had

41
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escaped Castro’s revolutionary justice. Castro was sud-
denly struck with the fear that while he was in the field a
new government, possibly backed by the United States,
would be formed in Havana, squeezing out his 26th of
July Movement.* Castro ordered the Fidelistas near
Havana to proceed to the capital as quickly as possible.
They were to seize key positions and assert the dominance
of Castro’s Movement.?

On 2 January, 26-year-old Camilo Cienfuegos entered
Havana at the head of a column of 500 rebel soldiers. The
victorious guerrillas were greeted
Castro by tens of thousands of jubilant,
In Power cheering “Habaneros.” Tourists in
the newly constructed Havana
Hilton Hotel threw confetti from the windows as the rebel
convoy passed below. Fidel Castro, colorful leader of the
Revolution, arrived in Havana from Santiago de Cuba
after a victorious eight-day procession across Cuba. On 8
January 1959, the charismatic leader addressed the peo-
ple of Revolutionary Cuba for the first time, speaking to a
crowd at Batista’s former military headquarters at Camp
Columbia. Fidel’s brother, Raul Castro, remained behind
in Santiago de Cuba to supervise the military tribunals
and firing squad executions of Batista’s supporters.**?

*Castro’s revolutionary movement took its name from the date of the
disastrous 1953 attack on the Moncado Barrack in Santiago de Cuba.
Castro was captured, tried, and convicted for his participation in the
attack, but was pardoned by Batista after serving less than 19 months
of a 15-year sentence.

**Supporters of the Batista dictatorship were tried and condemned in
Santiago de Cuba on 12 January 1959. The 71 prisoners who were
executed were described as soldiers, policemen, spies, and informers
They were executed by firing squads at a target range about a mile
outside the city. The condemned men were lined up in front of a freshly
dug 10-foot-deep trench. Some of the prisoners smoked but most stood
at attention, facing the firing squads without blindfolds. After the
executions, a bulldozer covered over the mass grave.
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Victorious renel troops and supporters of Fidel Castro parade
through the streets of Havana on 3 January 1959,

In Washington, Senator Wayne Morse (Ind.-Ore.),
Chairman of a Senate Committee for Latin American
Affairs, appealed to Fidel Custro to stop the mass execu-
tions until emotions had died down, deploring the “blood
bath” which he said “appears to be the adoption by th
new regime of one of the old techniques of the police
state—kill your enemy.” Roberto Agramonti, Cuba’s
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Aristidies Diaz is comforted by a priest as he awaits execution
along the road to Manazanillo, Cuba, on 12 January 1959. Fidel
Castro’s victorious rebel forces were taking reprisals after
their victory. Diaz was a member of the private army of ex-
Senator Rolando Masferrer.

Foreign Minister, defended the use of firing squads,
describing them as the mass executions of “war crimi-
nals,” properly sentenced by military tribunals. Such
measures were necessary, he said, to preclude the fam-
ilies of persons tortured and murdered by the Batista
regime from taking justice into their own hands.*

The Castro government quickly published the “Pro-
gram Manifesto” of the 26th of July Movement, setting
forth themes of national sovereignty and social justice
and calling for the expansion of health, education, and
welfare programs for the people. Other goals of the “Pro-
giram Manifesto” were increasing the rate of economic
growth, reducing dependency on sugar, diversifying
agriculture, developing the industrial sector, expanding
trade relations, and improving the standard of living of
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the population. While not specifically stated in the Man-
ifesto, early actions of the revolutionary leadership indi-
cated that the redistribution of income from rich to poor
and from urban to rural areas were major social goals.

The propertied Cuban upper and middle classes who
were opposed to the corrupt Batista regime initially sup-
ported the Castro revolution and its economic objectives.
Castro assured all levels of Cuban society of a bright
future. To facilitate continued access to credit and main-
tain the confidence of investors, Castro quickly pro-
claimed he would honor the previous regime’s debts.
Heartened by the idealistic zeal of the young, bearded
revolutionary leader, the people of Cuba anticipated
progress for their country. They held high hopes for
improved social conditions and economic growth. Busi-
ness leaders and landowners of the upper and middle
classes were cautiously optimistic about the enthusias-
tic talk of the revolutionaries, but waited to see what
the new Castro government would do about businesses
and property.>

Prior to Castro’s revolution, Cuba was not one of
the poorest, but rather one of the most developed of the
20 Latin American countries. (Table 1 shows Cuba’s rel-
ative position in Latin America in gross national prod-
uct (GNP) per capita from 1952 to 1981.) As in most of
the region, a wide disparity existed between living con-
ditions of rural and urban areas and the different
classes. Cuba was unique, however, because it had the
largest middle class, proportionately, in Latin America:
About 25 percent of Cuba’s total population, approx-
imately 235,000 households, were considered “middle
class” and included 6,000 civil servants, 90,000 business
people, 86,000 technical personnel, and 53,000 profes-
sionals with advanced degrees. Cuba ranked fourth
behind Venezuela, Uruguay, and Argentina in gross
national product (GNP) per capita. In the mid-1950s,
Cuba’s GNP per capita was $361, slightly less than
Argentina and comparable to Puerto Rico.
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Table 1
Cuba’s relative position in Latin America
in gross national product per capita

Change in
Position 1952 1981 position
1 Venezuela Venezuela —
2  Argentina Uruguay 4
3 CUBA Argentina -1
4  Chile Chile —
5 Panama Mexico 3
6 Uruguay Brazil 1
7 Brazil Panama -2
8  Mexico Paraguay 10
9  Colombia Costa Rica 1
10  Costa Rica Colombia -1
11  Dominican Repub. Dominican Republic —
12  Guatemala Ecuador 4
13 El Salvador Peru 4
14  Nicaragua Guatemala -2
15 Honduras CUBA -12
16  Ecuador Nicaragua -2
17  Peru El Salvador -4
18 Paraguay Honduras -3
19 Bolivia Bolivia —
20  Haiti Haiti —

‘Source: Hugh S. Thomas. Georges A. Faurwl. and Juan Carlos Weiss, eds., The (Cuban Recolution 23 Years
Later «Boulder. Colo.: Westview Press. Significant Issues Series. Vol. V1. No. 11, 1984+, p. 29+

As the new revolutionary government took power,
national ministries were reorganized with sweeping
staff changes. Uncertain if the

Tightening Cuban population would accept
The Reins the total control he intended to
exercise, Castro proceeded with

caution. He judiciously installed Manuel Urrutia, a
respected moderate, as provisional president of the offi-
cial government, and appointed other noncontroversial
members of the 26th of July Movement as Cabinet Min-
isters. While the “official government” was restoring
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order in Havana, a “covert government” of Castro confi-
dants, with the innocuous title of “Office of Revo-
lutionary Plans and Coordination,” met in Tarara, a
seashore resort a short distance from Havana, to plan
the future of Cuba. Meeting in the house where “Che”
Guevara was recuperating from two years of asthma
and malaria attacks suffered during the Sierra cam-
paign, the group drafted new laws, became familiar
with critical government operations, and prepared for
the radicalization of the government.”

Castro shrewdly eliminated the possibility of
organized and armed competition by other leaders of the
successful revolution by implementing widespread
social and economic changes. He diminished the poten-
tial power base of the 26th of July “Militia” by disarm-
ing all members of the movement. Only members of the
regular rebel army, which had been carefully reorga-
nized by Castro, were permitted to bear arms and to cir-
culate freely. Castro also reorganized the National
Police Force and personally selected Major Efigencio
Almejeira as its commander.8

After a brief respite, military tribunals, which had
sent more than 450 persons to firing squads, were
reestablished in October 1959. While the Cuban people,
accustomed to Latin American revolutionary justice,
accepted the executions of Batista “henchman” who
themselves had been responsible for murder and tor-
ture, they had difficulty accepting large-scale executions
of hundreds of minor officials, members of the armed
forces, and civilians. As the tribunals began again, hun-
dreds of prisoners, sentenced to death for the capital
offense of counterrevolutionary activity, already
awaited their fates before firing squads. Reestablishing
military courts, the revolutionary government also sus-
pended all civil rights, including the right of habeas
corpus, indefinitely. Fear and uncertainty spread
throughout the island.?

The revolutionary government expanded its popular
support by vigorously proclaiming its goal to improve
living conditions for the poor. Social opportunities were




48 1980 CUBAN BOATLIFT/LARZELERE

made available to large numbers of persons who pre-
viously had been excluded from political and social
activities. All private clubs in Havana and Santiago
were nationalized and opened to the public. New hous-
ing projects were planned, and social programs to bring
basic services to more people, particularly in rural
areas, were Initiated.!?

While Castro was improving conditions for the peo-
ple, he also was depriving them of institutions that
guaranteed their freedom. After seizing power on 1 Jan-
uary 1959, Castro said that national elections would be
delayed until political parties, suppressed by the Batista
dictatorship, could be reorganized—only a matter of
months. He next declared that free elections would be
delayed for two years, saying, “Elections could not be
held now because they would not be fair. We have an
overwhelming majority at the present and it is in the
interest of the nation that the political parties become
fully developed and their purposes defined before elec-
tions are held.”!!

In February 1959, the New Fundamental Law was
passed, reducing the minimum required age of the
Cuban President from 35 to 30. This move was seen as
clearing the way for the 32-year-old Fidel Castro to be a
presidential candidate when elections were held. The
new law also granted “native born” status to Major
Ernesto “Che” Guevara, 30, an Argentine, making him
eligible for election as President or to serve in the Cabi-
net. Some saw the new law as an indication Castro actu-
ally intended to hold elections.

Next, Castro said general elections would be
delayed for not less than four years. He made the state-
ment on the television program “Meet the Press” during
his visit to the United States in April 1959. His provi-
sional government would need that long to “solve our
problems,” he said, and create “conditions for free elec-
tions.” “Don’t worry about elections,” he told reporters
later the same day. “The person most worried about
elections is myself. I'm not interested in being in power
one minute more than necessary.”!?
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A young Fidel Castro answers questions during the television
program “Meet the Press’ in Washington on 19 April 1959.
At one point, the Cuban Prime Minister said that Cuba would
be committed to the West in the event of any struggle
between democracy and communism. With him here are Ned

Brooks, the moderator, at left, and Anthony Hervas, the
interpreter.

In a speech during a mass rally on May Day 1960,
Castro closed the issue of elections v hen he
proclaimed that no more elections would be held in
Cuba. The 500,000 Cubans assembled in the Plaza
Civica in Havana gave the announcement a roar of
approval. Castro asked the multitude “Do we need
elections?” and the people replied with a thunderous,
“No!, No!” He said that the Cuban government from
then on would rely on direct input of the people in
mass rallies, such as the May Day demonstrations.
“The Revolution does not contemplate giving the

oppressive classes any chance to return to power,”
Castro said.!3




50 1980 CUBAN BOATLIFT/LARZELERE

Castro carried out a relentless effort to eliminate
organized opposition. Without the prospect of elections,
the last vestiges of hope for
“With the Revo- those Cubans who were clinging
lution or Against to the possibility of some form of
the Revolution”  future democratic government
disappeared. Their options were
reduced to accepting the communist dictatorship, or
fleeing the island. At the May Day demonstration,
Castro also announced that all private schools would be
nationalized, prompting Cuban parents to send between
13,000 and 15,000 children to be educated in the United
States. They feared the government’s political indoc-
trination and objected to the loss of religious education.
During a mass meeting of workers on 20 December
1959, Castro said they must report any Cubans who
oppose the Revolution to the police, that everyone must
be on the alert in parks and streets to hear remarks
made against the government, and that the middle and
upper classes were carrying on tremendous campaigns
to slander the revolutionary government of the people.
He charged servants, chauffeurs, hotel waiters, store
clerks, barbers, and beauty shop employees to report
customers who opposed the Revolution to authorities.!4
On 3 May 1960, the important Havana newspaper,
Diario de la Marina, one of the oldest and largest papers
on the island, called the May Day rally a “totalitarian
demonstration.” An editorial compared Castro’s “direct
democracy” to the systems of the Soviet Union’s Premier
Khrushchev, Mao Tse-tung of the Chinese Communist
party, and Hitler, Mussolini, or Juan Peron of Argen-
tina. The publisher, Jose I. Rivero, described the May
Day demonstration as Marxist in tone in the most crit-
ical editorial he ever printed. Within eight days, the
Castro government closed the newspaper. Of 16 daily
newspapers published in Cuba at the time Castro took
nower, onlv <ix papers continued two years later, all
under direct control of the Cuban government.!5
The student union of the University of Havana, led
by its president, Major Rolando Cubela, one of Castro’s
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guerrilla veterans, mounted a campaign to reorganize
the university in accordance with the “Revolution.” On
16 July 1960, the student union, representing only 20
percent of the students, successfully overcame resist-
ance of the university council and faculty and took con-
trol of the university. A governing body of four
professors and four students, led by the bearded Majcr
Cubela, initiated significant changes. Major Cubela,
who frequently appeared on campus in uniform wearing
a pistol, provided a direct link between the university
and Castro’s revolutionary government.*16

The University of Havana had been a traditional
center for free thought and youthful protest against the
government, much like universities in many Latin
American countries. The new Cuban regime gained con-
trol of the Federation of University Students (FEU),
which had been noted for its rebellious attitude toward
past governments. The FEU served as a tool of the gov-
ernment, purging students critical of Castro’s actions,
because “the University is only for revolutionaries.”!”
Castro, whose own revolutionary thoughts were nur-
tured at the university when he attended as a law stu-
dent, wanted to eliminate the institution’s potential as a
breeding ground for discontent and organized resistance
to his actions.

A Cuban law prohibiting the removal of judges was
suspended for 45 days on 20 December 1960, enabling
the Castro government to purge the Cuban judicial sys-
tem, including the Supreme Court. A new law reduced
the Supreme Court from 32 to 15 members; within 12
hours after passage, 13 judges were dismissed. The law
also provided that, in the future, Cuban President
Osvaldo Dorticos Torrado would appoint all judges, with
the help of Premier Castro and the Council of Ministers.
Castro eliminated the requirement that judges and law
professors participate in selection of new judges, when

*A Cuban court convicted Rolando Cubela in 1966 of conspiring with
the US Central Intelligence Agency to assassinate Fidel Castro. Sen-
tenced to 30 years in prison, he was released in 1979 after serving 13
years. He left Cuba to live in exile in Spain.
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he learned a majority of Cuba’s judges intended to
defect, going underground or fleeing the country.
Uncovering the plan after Dr. Emillo Menendez took
refuge in the Argentine Embassy, Castro preempted fur-
ther defections. The Cuban government continued its
judiciary purge in early February 1961, when 119
judges, at all levels, were removed because they did not
agree with the principles of the revolutionary govern-
ment. The purge was part of a “house cleaning” by the
National Board, an agency Castro formed to help
restructure the Cuban government.!8

Castro’s pervasive control of the government was
extended to homes and neighborhoods with the creation
of Committees for the Defense of the Revolution (CDRs)
on 28 September 1960. Committee members were
appointed for groups of homes to monitor and report on
the activities and revolutionary zeal of their neighbors.
The CDR slogan “With the Revolution or Against the
Revolution” was broadcast day and night over the radio.
Participation in orientation programs, demonstrations,
and rallies for the government was mandatory for the
Cuban people; passive protests against the government
were unacceptable. “Vigilance Committees” were
organized throughout Havana on 11 November 1960 to
seek out “friends of the Yankees.” Pamphlets urged peo-
ple to join the vigilantes, at the request of Premier Fidel
Castro, and to inform on neighbors who did not fully
support the revolution. !?

The Cuban government created a youth regimenta-
tion program in elementary schools, the Union of Rebel
Pioneers, which included boys and girls as young as
seven years old. Children were trained to report “sabo-
tage and counterrevolutionary attitudes.” Young men
and women, 14 to 25, were organized into an educa-
tional-military organization called The Association of
Rebel Youth. Many older youths were sent to the Soviet
Union and Czechoslovakia for training.?°

The Ministry of Education distributed question-
naires in all schools in December 1960 with a
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Cuban schoolgirls, supporters of Fidel Castro, drill on 9 April
1960 with wooden rifles in Havana as members of Castro’s
volunteer militia, formed to defend Cuba against “outside
aggression.”

mandatory requirement to complete the forms to
“accumulate a student index.” The four-page question-
naires were designed to give the Ministry of Education
scholastic information on children and financial posi-
tion, educational background, and views of parents. In
addition to information on the “child’s school record,”
the four-page questionnaire attempted to learn the
social attitudes and beliefs of parents. The survey col-
lected data on family background: number and kinds of
books and newspapers read by the parents, type and
year of automobiles owned by the family, and whether
the family had radios or television sets.?!

During the early years of the new revolutionary
government, commercial flights transported people
directly from Havana to Miami on a regular basis, facil-
itating the flight of educated and skilled professionals
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from Cuba. From February 1961 to October 1962,
153,534 Cubans registered at the Cuban Refugee Center
in Miami. The flights were halted by the “Cuban Missile
Crisis” in October 1962. Professionals left Cuba because
repressive measures and an overreliance on non-
economic rewards systematically eliminated incentives
to work hard and advance. Of 5,000 physicians in Cuba
before the Revolution, 1,300 left the country, along with
300 of 1,800 pharmacists. Only 800 of the country’s
1,800 certified public accountants remained in Cuba.
Some 46 percent of agricultural engineers, 44 percent of
civil engineers, and 38 percent of electrical engineers
departed the country in the first three years after the
Castro Revolution. During a mass rally for professionals
and technicians at the University of Havana on 13
December 1960, they were required to take an oath not
to leave the country; those attempting to leave Cuba
were stopped at the airport and their passports
destroyed. 22

Premier Castro used television and radio exten-
sively to provide policy direction to government officials,
the press, and the people. He said he had to “talk to the
people” about every 10 days or they would “become con-
fused.” Cuban workers supported Castro enthusi-
astically because he promised increased wages, better
living conditions, and social benefits. Organized labor
looked forward to the rapid industrialization of the
island, and the many benefits that would come to the
workers. Castro maintained the confidence of the people
with his charm and charisma, as he attempted to restore
the island’s economy. Returning idle sugar mills to pro-
duction, thereby generating bau!, needed revenue, was
one of Castro’s highest priorities. The new government
initiated immediate efforts to restore Cuba’s transporta-
tion and communications infrastructure, not only to
facilitate sugar production but also to exercise a greater
control over the entire population—not just the cities.
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Less than a month after coming to power, Fidel
Castro began to reveal his real intentions toward pri-
vate industry. After seizing the
Expropriation American-owned Cuban Electric
And Reform Company, Castro reduced rural
electric rates by 50 percent, with
the aim of improving the lot of the poorest sector of the
population. Sworn in as Prime Minister on 16 February
1959, Castro next passed the Rent Law, reducing hous-
ing rents. People who paid less than 100 pesos a month
had their rents reduced by half; those who paid higher
rents were given reductions of 30 to 40 percent. The law
had widespread economic impact on the upper class,
which had invested heavily in rental property. Castro
continued his reform goals, adopting the Vacant Lot
Law, which affected real estate interests by limiting
appreciation on urban real estate to no more than 15
percent. As a result, private construction dropped by
56.5 percent in 1959.23
Recovery from the economic shock of the violent
overthrow of the government was extremely difficult,
particularly when revolutionary leaders had little con-
cern for the long-range impacts of achieving their imme-
diate goals. The removal and flight of experienced
managers compounded the problems facing Castro and
his new revolutionary government. Young radicals
replacing trained professionals were filled with idealis-
tic theories but lacked skills and experience. The new
Cuban government imnosed severe controls on foreign
exchange and froze the assets in Cuban bank accounts.
Commercial transactions and banking activities were
obstructed as the new government attempted to stem
the flight of capital. The Castro government required
exporters to turn over proceeds of sales in US currency
to the National Bank of Cuba, and accept Cuban cur-
rency in exchange. Massive amounts of property and
assets, belonging to persons suspected of having been
connected with the Batista government, were confis-
cated. While the revolutionary government promised
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Argentine-born Ernesto “Che” Guevara, wearing the uniform
of the Cuban guerrilla forces, takes the oath of office as new
president of the National Bank of Cuba. To Guevara’s right is
Cuban President Osvaldo Dorticos; with them here are Felipe
Pazos, outgoing president of the Cuban National Bank, at
Guevara’s left elbow, and Osmani Cienfuegos, Cuba’s new
Public Works Minister, at President Dorticos’s right.

the return of seized assets “not acquired through collab-
oration” with the former dictator, the process was long
and tedious, seriously hampering the Cuban economy .24

The most far-ranging reform initiated by the revo-
lutionary government was the Agrarian Reform Law of
17 May 1959, which transferred ownership of rural
property from wealthy landowners to the peasant cam-
pesinos. Castro and his confidants had drafted plans for
this law while they were in their guerrilla camps in the
Sierra Maestra mountains in October 1958. Appropri-
ating estates and plantations, the government
redistributed the land without cost to peasant-farmers
in plots of 66%; acres. All American-owned sugar proper-
ties were seized, resulting in the expropriation of
8,310,000 acres.
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The National Institute of Agrarian Reform was
created by the law to encourage agricultural
cooperatives and divide large plantations and estates
into small farms for distribution to the peasants. The
appropriated properties, however, were turned into
Chinese Communist-style communes. A year later, the
National Institute fcr Agrarian Reform, headed by
Captain Antonio Nunez Jimenez, operated 120 former
plantations and businesses valued at $250 million, and
continued to expand its communistic role in the
economy.?

While educated at the Belen Jesuit High School in
Havana and later at the University of Havana Law
School, Castro’s views on agrarian reform were
primari’y influenced by his rural background. He grew
up on his father’s 23,300-acre farm in the rugged
eastern province rf Oriente, where he was dismayed by
the vast difference between living conditions in cities
and in rural areas. The plight of the rural poor
concerned him from the time he was a youth. Little of
the developmental progress enioyed by the major cities
of Cuba, particularly Havana. extended into the
cwountry, where the campesinos eked out meager livings.
Castro was critical of his father’s wealth and profits
made through exploitation of workers.

His sympathies remained with the rural poor
throughent his revolutionary career. Castro envisioned
that redistribution of land would bring increased
economic benefits to the countryside and improve living
conditions for the peasants. He believed cultivating idle
land and emploving underutilized labor would result in
increased production and bring economic benefits to the
country and the farmers. A Special Decree on
Recuperation of Il!-Gained Wealth, which dispossessed
wealthy landowners, later supplemented the Agrarian
Law. In a single week in January 1960, 1,482,000 acres
of land were confiscated as “ill-gained wealth.™"
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Premier Castro walked a careful path as he out-
lined his intentions for social reforms; he did not want
to discourage badly needed capi-
Cuba And tal investments and financial
Communism assistance. Foreign investors,
however, became reluctant to
make further investments on the island and began to
assess their current holdings. During his visit to the
United States in April 1959, Castro said the American
people should have no concern about communist influ-
ence in his revolutionary government. He said, “My
heart lies with democracies and I do not agree with com-
munism.” He further stated he was not neutral, as had
been claimed, in the conflict between the West and the
Soviet Bloc, implying that he would support the West.
He denied reports that his brother Raul, a leader in the
new government, or Raul’s wife, Vilma, were commu-
nists and said that if communists were in his govern-
ment, “their influence is nothing.” In a televised
interview during his US visit, Castro conceded the pos-
sibility of deception by Cuban communists, but appealed
to the American people to observe Cuba’s progress and
not listen to rumors. “We are against all kinds of dicta-
tors, whether of a man, or a country, or a class, or an
oligarchy, or by the military,” Castro said at a National
Press Club luncheon in Washington during his visit.
“That is why we are against communism.”2
When the Batista government collapsed, organized
communist groups quickly seized labor unions and head-
quarters of competing factions. Within a few days, the
Communist Popular Socialist Party published the first
issue of its newspaper HOY and broadcast an hour of
programs on a Cuban radio station. HOY and the com-
munist radio programs praised Premier Castro daily for
his “neutral” stand in the competition between demo-
cratic countries, such as the United States, and the com-
munist bloc aligned with the Soviet Union. The
communists expounded on the major contributions of
party members during the Revolution. The well-
organized Cuban Communist Party expanded its
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influence into the countryside, towns, and villages. The
young rebels of the 26th of July Movement tried to com-
pete with the expanding influence of the communist
organization but with little success; the more experi-
enced communists continued to increase their influ-
ence.?®

In May 1959, HOY published a joint statement by a
leader of the 26th of July Movement and a leader of the
Communist Popular Socialist Party supporting Castro’s
revolutionary government. REVOLUCION attacked the
communists for the joint statement, saying that the
communists were making an “underhanded” attempt to
form a pact with the “Revolutionary Movement.”
Attacking the communists in its struggle to retain
power, REVOLUCION said, “The only organization
authorized to make political pacts or joint declarations,
or take similar actions is the national direction of the
26th of July Movement.” It quoted Piremier Fidel Castro
as saying, “This is a humanist revolution against right
and left dictatorships.”*"

At this point in the revolution, Castro may not yet
have been a committed communist. But communists,
such as Fidel’s brother, Raul, and the Premier’s close
friend and aide, “Che” Guevara, certainly were in
important positions in his government. Castro planned
to make sweeping socialistic reforms of the economy and
improve conditions for the poor through the redistribu-
tion of wealth, but he was aware that such reforms
could be accomplished only at the expense of the upper
and middle classes.

Castro later professed to have been a dedicated com-
munist from the beginning of his revolution. In May
1986, Castro was asked during a French television
interview if he had not falsely proclaimed himself a
democrat in 1959. Castro responded:

The United States wanted us to commit a strategic
and tactical error and proclaim a doctrine as a com-
munist movement. In reality, [ was a Communist.
It would have been premature to proclaim the
Marxist-Leninist character of the revolution.
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Nevertheless, anyone who read attentively ‘History
Will Absolve Me’ and the Moncada program can
appreciate that it was a socialist who guided it and
wrote those lines.?!

His ultimate decision to embrace communism may well
have been pragmatic. He needed the security and
economic benefits afforded by a communist affiliation in
his effort to break the economic domination of the
United States. Castro probably never intended to share
his power over Cuba with anyone, however, particularly
an international movement dominated by another
“superpower.” If Castro were a communist, he intended
to introduce his own brand of Cuban communism to the
island nation.

Dr. Wayne S. Smith, an authority on Cuba who
served as the Staie Department’s Chief of the US Inter-
ests Section in Havana, said, “I'm not sure if he is a
communist now. I believe he had a grand plan for revo-
lutionary movements throughout Latin America. He
needed Russian support, and his ego was large enough
he thought he could use them and still maintain his own
independence.”??

Castro showed a predilection toward Marxism in a
letter from prison, where he served 19 months of a 15-
year sentence for leading the 26 July 1953 attack on
Batista’s Moncado garrison in Santiago de Cuba. Saying
what an easy time he was having in prison, Castro
wrote, “They are going to make me believe that [ am on
vacation! What would Karl Marx say about such a
revolution?"3

The experience of “Che” Guevara, Castro’s friend
and adviser, may have influenced the Cuban leader to
conceal that he was a communist. Guevara had been
associated with the leftist movement of Colonel Jacobo
Arbenz, leader of the military government of
Guatemala. After coming to power, Arbenz attempted to
expand his power base by aligning himself with the
country’s communists, the Guatemalan Labor Party
(PGT). A prominent member of the PGT, Jose Manuel
Fortuny, was put in charge of Guatemala’s land reform,
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which called for expropriation of foreign properties. The
US Government openly condemned the communist lean-
ings of the Arbenz government. On 18 June 1954, a
small invasion force crossed Guatemala’s border and
eight days later Arbenz resigned. Financing of the inva-
sion force by the US Central Intelligence Agency is gen-
erally accepted.3+

The Guatemalan lesson was clear: Castro did not
want to provoke a similar invasion of Cuba through his
early declaration of a new Marxist-Leninist state in
Latin America. Extending his control over all aspects of
Cuban life, and building a creditable modern armed
force to defend against an attack from abroad, would
require time. Concealing any leftist intentions in the
early years of the Cuban revolutionary government had
obvious advantages. History would prove that such logic
was not unreasonable.

Communists indeed were in the government,
according to Major Pedro Luis Diaz Lanz, former com-
mander of Castro’s Air Force who fled to the United
States in 1959. And their influence was growing
stronger, Major Diaz told the US Senate Subcommittee
on Internai Security.? The effectiveness of Castro’s
deception is shown in a front-page New York Times arti-
cle by Herbert L. Mathews, published on 16 June 1959.
“There are no Reds in the Cabinet, and none in high
positions in the Government or in any sense of being
able to control either governmental or defense policies,”
Mathews reported. He went on to say in his article,
entitled, “Cuba Has A One-Man Rule And It Is Called
Non-Red,” that

the only power worth considering in Cuba is in the
hands of Premier Castro, who is not only not a
Communist but decidedly anti-Communist, even
though he does not consider it desirable in the pres-
ent circumstances to attack or destroy the Reds—as
he is in a position to do anytime he wants.

The article pointed out that Cubans showed little
interest in the question of communism in Cuba until
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Surrounded by white doves, symbolic of peace, Fidel Castro
speaks to the Cuban people from the former headquarters of
Fulgencia Batista at Camp Columbia Military Barracks, after
arriving in Havana on 8 January 1959.

Americans raised the issue. No matter how anti-commu-
nist Cuban leaders feel, Mathews continued, “they will
not, as they see it, humiliate themselves by acting as
though they were under American orders, pressures or
threats.”

As Castro’s drift toward communism became pain-
fully obvious, key members of his 26th of July move-
ment rebelled. Manuel Urrutia, President of the new
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government, resigned on 17 July 1959, accusing Castro
of being part of a communist plot to take over Cuba.
Castro berated the highly regarded Dr. Urrutia, who
was staunchly anti-communist and friendly toward the
United States, and said his actions “bordered on trea-
son.” While Castro continued to deny he was a commu-
nist, he did say, “We respect all ideologies and we do not
persecute anyone,” and that the Cuban Revolution was
neither capitalistic nor communistic.36

Premier Castro personally flew with Major Cien-
fuegos, Chief of Staff of the Army, to Camaguey
province to arrest Huber Matos, the provincial military
commander. Matos, a high-ranking officer in Castro’s
guerrilla army from the early days in the Sierra
Maestra mountains, had resigned in open protest
against the increasing communist influence in the revo-
lutionary government. Castro testified for six hours
before the military tribunal that found the former mili-
tary commander of Camaguey province guilty of trea-
son, and sentenced him to 20 years in prison. The
sentence was an ignominious end for one of Castro’s
most trusted officers.3” The Cuban Foreign Ministry
recalled Sergio Rojas, who had been named Cuba’s
Ambassador to Great Britain shortly after Castro came
to power. Rojas took refuge in the Argentine Embassy in
Havana on 27 June 1960. In a letter to Cuban President
Osvaldo Dorticos Torrado, Rojas said,

I have arrived at the conclusion that the Cuban
revolution has been frustrated and betrayed. I con-
sider our country has been placed within the frame-
work of the interests of two great imperialistic and
aggressive powers—the Soviet Union and Red
China.3s

On 7 December 1961, Premier Castro removed any
doubt as to whether he was a communist, when he
declared himself a “Marxist-Leninist until the last day
of my life.” Communist leaders in Cuba and the Soviet
Union were surprised and not necessarily happy with
Castro’s declaration. They feared that the pronounce-
ment would affect the Cuban Premier’s image as an
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independent revolutionary leader. A month earlier,
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev had said in public
that he did not think that Dr. Castro was a communist.
Three days elapsed before the Soviet press reported the
speech, in which Castro said the Marxist-Leninist party
in Cuba would be modeled after the communist party of
the Soviet Union. Cuba’s selective membership and
national political system, Castro said, would be the “dic-
tatorship of the proletariat.”s?

Two weeks later, on 22 December 1961, Castro
explained in REVOLUCION why he had concealed his
true political persuasion: “If we would have said from
the Turquino Peak (Sierra Maestra mountains) that we
were Marxist-Leninists, probably we would have not
been able to go down to the plains.”#0
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Cuba and
the Superpowers

We shall consider any attempt ... to extend
their system to any portion of this hemisphere
as dangerous to our peace.

President James Monroe
The Monroe Doctrine, 2 December 1823

IDEL CASTRQO’S ANTAGONISM TOWARD THE UNITED

STATES began to manifest itself immediately after
his revolutionary movement took control of Cuba. On 10
January 1959, Castro condemned the US Government
for training soldiers of the dictatorship of the former
Cuban President, Fulgencio Batista. Five days later, he
threatened the United States, warning “200,000 gringos
will die” if President Dwight D. Eisenhower sends
Marines to Cuba.!

The comment was the first of a series of provocative
statements directed by the Cuban leader to the United
States. The Eisenhower administration tolerated the
attacks, attributing them to a young and “heady” revo-
lutionary newly flush with power. Americans largely
applauded the victory of Castro’s 26th of July Move-
ment; they admired the bearded revolutionary and had
high expectations for him to improve conditions in
Cuba.

65
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Premier Castro’s criticisms gradually became more
severe, however. He vehemently condemned the United
States during a January 1960

United television address, accusing the
States US Government of conspiring
Position with counterrevolutionaries. He

charged that Vice President
Richard M. Nixon and various Senators were carrying
on a “campaign of hostility” against Cuba. Secretary of
State Christian A. Herter called it Castro’s most insult-
ing speech ever, adding that the Cuban Premier’s
actions were cause for great concern.?

At a press conference shortly after Castro’s out-
burst, President Eisenhower said he was “concerned
and, more than that, we are perplexed” about develop-
ments in Cuba. In a written statement, the President
said, “The United States adheres strictly to the policy of
nonintervention in the domestic affairs of other coun-
tries, including Cuba.” He went on to say, however, that
while the United States recognizes the right of govern-
ments to initiate whatever social reforms they feel
appropriate for their countries, Washington will “con-
tinue to bring to the attention of the Cuban Government
any instances in which the rights of (US) citizens ...
have been disregarded.”

The French merchant vessel LA COI'BRE, which
was off-loading Belgian arms and explosives in Havana
Harbor in March 1960, blew up in a tremendous explo-
sion, killing more than 70 people. Castro used the
destruction of the French munitions ship to foment anti-
American fervor, charging the United States was
responsible for the explosion and deaths. Secretary Her-
ter angrily declared Castro’s charge was ‘“baseless,
erroneous, and misleading,” the product of an
“unfounded and irresponsible attitude” that could only
result in the deterioration of relations. “This govern-
ment finds itself increasingly obliged to question the
good faith of your excellency’s government,” Secretary
Herter told Cuban Charge d’Affaires Enrique Patterson,
“with respect to a desire for improved relations between
our governments.”
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Center for Coben Studues

French merchant ship LA COUBRE rests on the bottom of
Havana Harbor after an explosion, in which more than 70
died. Castro accused the United States of blowing up the ship,
which was off-loading Belgian arms and ammunition.

In an April 1960 interview with an American corre-
spondent, published in Cuba’s semiofficial newspaper
REVOLUCION, Premier Castro likened the hostile US
policy toward communism to policies of Hitler and Mus-
solini: Both used the pretext of combatting communism
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to justify domestic persecution and the denial of social
justice. “If comparisons must be made,” said Lincoln
White, a spokesman for the US State Department,
responding to Castro’s accusations, “one of the principal
hallmarks of a dictatorship, such as that of Hitler and
Mussolini, was the muzzling of a free press. It is difficult
to understand how Prime Minister Castro can make
such a reference when 95 percent of the Cuban press is
under Government control.” Becoming less tolerant of
Castro’s attacks, the United States became more con-
cerned about dictatorial policies and growing commu-
nist influence in the Cuban government.*

Relations between the two countries were becoming
severely strained.

In an effort to bring all industry under the control
of the Cuban government, Castro “intervened” at the
US-owned Texaco and ESSO (Standard Oil) refineries
and the British-Dutch Shell Oil Company on 29 June
1960. “Intervention” was the Cuban government’s
euphemism for “expropriation” of foreign investments.
The revolutionary government took over the three refin-
eries, representing most of Cuba’s oil industry, when
they refused to process Russian crude oil imported
under Cuba’s new trade agreements. The refineries
rejected the Soviet oil for the following reasons:

® The Cubans were $60 million behind in foreign
exchange payments.

® The refineries were built specifically to refine the
integrated companies’ own Venezuelan oil.

® Patriotism (and public relations) left them no
choice but to refuse.5

Because of the Cuban action, the US Congress
rushed through legislation that authorized the Presi-
dent to cancel the $150 million bonus the United States
planned to pay Cuba for sugar imports. In turn, Castro
said that Cuba would keep taking over gringo assets
“until not even the nails in their shoes are left.”¢ Presi-
dent Eisenhower quickly, but “with the most genuine
regret,” used the congressional authorization to vir-
tually wipe out the US market for Cuban sugar. For the
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AP Wide World Photos

Armed Cuban workers guard the Shell Oil refinery near
Havana on 1 July 1960, shortly after Fidel Castro ordered the
Shell and ESSOQ refineries seized to enforce his orders to proc-
ess Soviet crude oil.

rest of the year, the United States purchased only
39,752 short tons of sugar from Cuba, a reduction of
700,000 short tons from the original quota. The
economic impact of the action was compounded because
the United States traditionally paid above-world-mar-
ket prices for Cuban sugar. While Castro had already
begun negotiating barter arrangements with Iron Cur-
tain countries, the replacement of the American market
for one third of Cuba’s total sugar production was diffi-
cult.”

. Premier Castro continued his proclaimed “attack on
imperialism” on 7 August 1960, with the forcible expro-
priation of all US-owned companies, valued at more
than $500 million. The owners were to be reimbursed,
Castro said, in 50-year Cuban bonds tied to the sale of
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sugar to the United States in excess of three million
tons per year at a set minimum price—but little pros-
pect for reimbursement was seen.® President
Eisenhower imposed a broad embargo on exports to the
island nation on 19 October 1960; medicines, medical
supplies, and many food products were excluded,
however. Technical information, such as that prohibited
from export to communist countries, also was
embargoed. The action was taken “reluctantly,” the US
State Department said, to “defend the legitimate
economic interests of the people of this country against
the discriminatory and injurious economic policies of the
Castro regime.” The administration said the action was
taken in response to the following specific measures of
the Cuban government:

® A variety of taxes on US flour, potatoes, rice,
drugs, cigarettes, shoes, and automobile parts.

® Surcharges ranging from 30 to 100 percent on
remittances of foreign exchanges to pay for certain
imports, and restrictions and delays on dollars to pay for
imports.

® Seizure without compensation of US-owned prop-
erties valued at $1.25 million.

In a speech on 2 January 1961, Premier Castro said
that of the 300-person staff of the US Embassy in
Havana,* 80 percent were agents of the Federal Bureau
of Investigation and the Pentagon spying on Cuba. He
described the Embassy as the center of counterrevolu-
tionary activity. That same day, Cuba demanded by dip-
lomatic note that the staff of the US Embassy in
Havana be reduced to 11 persons in 48 hours. In
response to “this unwarranted action by the government
of Cuba,” President Eisenhower formally severed diplo-
matic and consular relations on 3 January 1961, after
several months of increasingly tense relations. The
President said the Cuban government “can have no
other purpose than to render impossible the conduct
of normal diplomatic relations.” Most US Embassy

*The US Embassy in Havana actually employed 76 persons, includ-
ing five at the Consular Office in Santiago de Cuba.
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Castro sent a detachment of Cuban militiawomen, armed with
Czech-made automatic weapons, and wearing boots and
verets, to guard members of the staff of the US Embassy as
they prepare to leave Cuba in January 1961.

personnel and their families left Cuba the same day,
taking the ferry to Florida.

Six Latin American countries also had severed rela-
tions with the new Cuban revolutionary government—
the Dominican Republic, Paraguay, Nicaragua, Haiti,
Guatemala, and Peru.?

On 7 May 1960, revolutionary Cuba became the
fourth Latin American country to establish diplomatic
relations with the Soviet Union,

Suviet joining Mexico, Argentina, and
Cooperation Uruguay. The Soviets wasted no
time in establishing their pres-

ence on the island. They rented a white suburban man-
sion and three nearby houses to form an embassy
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complex with a staff of 200, the largest embassy in
Havana; Soviet technicians and military advisers also
began arriving quietly in Havana. An exchange of visits
between Premier Castro and General Secretary Nikita
Khrushchev was among the first topics of discussion
between Havana and Moscow. Cuban trade missions
were dispatched throughout the communist world, as
Cuba sought to establish alternatives to markets in the
United States and other democracies.!?

On 18 June 1960, Cuba signed a trade agreement
with the Soviet Union. The accord, signed by Antonio
Nunez, who wzos in charge of the Cuban Economic Mis-
sion to Moscow, and Soviet Foreign Trade Minister
Nikolai S. Patolichev, called for the purchase of Soviet
oil and oil products. Nunez and Patolichev also signed
joint communiques on trade, general economic relations,
and cultural couperation. Nunez said in the Soviet news-
paper IZVESTIA, “Cuba’s geographical proximity to the
United States puts her under no obligaticn to maintain
a political alliance with that country.” On his return to
Cuba, Captain Nunez reported communist countries
would provide 56 new factorics to Cuba, at a cost of $92
million. The USSR-Cuban agreements included a Soviet
steel mill, with an annual capacity of a million tons, and
plants from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and East Germany.
The projects were to be financed by a $100 million credit
offer extended by the Soviets in February 1960. The
People’s Republic of China also indicated it would
provide economic support to Cuba.!!

The agreement for Soviet oil to replace supplies
from western countries was particularly significant,
because 95 percent of Cuba’s electric power depended on
oil. Cuban refineries, unable to obtain crude oil to proc-
ess, were faced with a possible shutdown, slowing
Cuba’s oil-dependent economy. Major “Chie” Guevara
assured the Cuban people that the Soviet Union could
provide all the petroleum the island needed; the seized
Texaco refinery already was processing Soviet crude oil.
Concerned by the loss of US and British technicians, the
Cuban government was replacing refinery managers
and engineers with Soviet-bloc technicians.!?
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In July 1960, Secretary of State Herter instructed
the US Ambassador to Moscow, Llewellyn Thompson, to
deliver a warning to the Kremlin not to intervene in
Cuba. Ambassador Thompson told First Party Secretary
Frol R. Kozlov the United States would consider the
establishment of a Soviet base in Cuba or any other vio-
lation of the Monroe Doctrine as an unfriendly act.
Kozlov dismissed the warning, saying the whole idea of
Soviet intervention in the Caribbean was “fantastic.”
The United States was shocked when, a week later,
Soviet Premier Khrushchev said in a speech in Russia, “If
need be, Sovict artillerymen can support the Cuban peo-
ple with their rocket fire should the aggressive forces in
the Pentagon dare to start intervention against Cuba.”!3

The first “Latin-American Youth Conference”
opened in Havana on 26 July 1960, bringing together
approximately 500 leftist and communist youth and del-
egates from Latin American labor groups and observers
from the Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of Ching,
and other communist countries. Raul Castro, Cuban
Minister of the Armed Forces, told the conference that
even before the receipt of arms offered by the Soviet
Union, Cuba had decided to fight off an American
attack. “Today with the Soviet help,” he said, “we are
confident that we can fight and win.” Cuba does not fear
an “economic blockade” by the United States, Major
Castro continued, because the Soviet Union will sell
Cuba everything it needs and buy Cuba’s products. He
said Soviet assistance to Cuba, unlike that of the United
States, did not have any conditions: “The help being
received from the Communist countries is simply in
exchange for nothing.” He also revealed that he had met
with Premier Khrushchev for five hours during a recent
trip to the Soviet Union. During the meeting,
Khrushchev not only assured Cuba of the USSR’s
economic support for its “just struggle,” but renewed his
pledge to defend Cuba against armed US intervention.'*

In the United Nations, the Soviet Union supported
Castro’s charges of US aggression against Cuba because
of the embargo imposed on exports to the isla}nd that
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Supplies are offloaded from a Soviet ship in Havana Harbor
during January 1963 A military-type truck, built in the Soviet
bloc, is swung over the side here for the USSR’s new ally.

went into effect on 19 October 1960. Major “Che”
Guevara, head of the Cuban National Bank and Castro’s
principal economic adviser, announced on 26 December
1960, after returning from a three-month trip to Iron
Curtain countries, that the Soviet Union had increased
its economic support. The new aid pact, promising a
$250 million aid program that included 100 new plants
in Cuba, established Cuba as an economic partner of the
Soviet bloc. New facilities to be built included a refin-
ery, power plants, cotton mills, textile plants, and facto-
ries for tools, bicycles, kitchen utensils, and
refrigerators. Guevara said that the People’s Republic of
China and Czechoslovakia also would build factories in
Cuba, and that the Soviets would send technicians to
explore for oil and minerals on the island. New steel
mills would increase Cuban prodnction from 40,000 tons
to 200,000 tons per year. Cuba would pay for the
economic assistance with sugar and hides; neither com-
modity, however, was in great demand in the USSR **
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On 17 March 1960, President Eisenhower author-
ized the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to begin
recruiting and training Cuban
Bay of exiles as guerrillas to overthrow
Pigs the Castro government. US rela-
tions with Cuba had deterio-
rated rapidly and the specter of a communist
government 100 miles off the coast of Florida was con-
sidered an unacceptable danger. The President had used
the CIA in 1954 to organize and finance a guerrilla force
of 150 exiles, supported by a few World War II P-47
fighters flown by civilian American pilots, to overthrow
the leftist government of Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala.
Hardly a shot was necessary, and the CIA envi-
sioned using the “Guatemala Model” for Cuba, but on a
somewhat grander scale.!¢
The Democratic Revolutionary Front, an anti-
Castro organization in Florida supported by the CIA,
began recruiting Cuban exiles for military service in
May 1960. The original plan was to organize and train
small guerrilla units for harassing Castro’s military
forces during incursions into Cuba. The overall plan was
changed, however, in November 1960 to an invasion. A
base for training a larger “Liberation Army” was estab-
lished in Guatemala. Members of the original guerrilla
group began infiltrating into Cuba in December, with
the dual mission of sabotage and organizing anti-Castro
resistance. By January 1961, training of the brigade in
the Guatemalan mountains was in full swing. By
March, the training of Brigade 2506* was no longer a
secret: it was a frequent topic of discussion in the homes
of Cuban exiles in Miami. Rumors of an invasion of
Cuba were widespread and CIA recruiters in Miami
were conspicuously enlisting volunteers. Articles about
the speculated invasion were published in The Miami

*The name for the Brigade was taken from the serial number of the
first member of the Brigade to be killed. Young Carlos Rafael San-
tana wac hiicd ina {uli during traimmg while on a piatoon recon-
naissance mission in the mountains of Guatemala.
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Herald and U.S. News & World Report. Cuban families
in Miami, proud of their young patriots in the training,
were not reluctant to brag about them. Castro’s inform-
ants in Miami had little difficulty obtaining information
about the pending invasion to transmit back to
Havana.!”

President John F. Kennedy inherited the Cuban
invasion plan from the Eisenhower administration on
his inauguration on 20 January 1961. While he sup-
ported the concept of removing Castro’s leftist govern-
ment in Cuba, he had serious doubts about the planned
operation. He was concerned not only about the reaction
of the Soviet Union, which was becoming more bellig-
erent, but also the potential condemnation of non-
aligned countries, particularly in Latin America, and
US Allies. The President was worried about what he
termed “the noise level” of the operation: He wanted it
carried out with a minimum of publicity and interna-
tional exposure.!®

Kennedy presided over a late afternoon session that
included a briefing on the Cuban operation in a con-
ference room in the new wing of the State Department
on 4 April 1961.*% To keep the meeting inconspicuous,
participants arrived at varying intervals; the press was
told that the meeting concerned “Laos and other prob-
lems.” Senator William Fulbright (D-Ark.), attending at
the invitation of the President, expressed his doubts and
moral objections to the pending Cuban operation. A con-
sensus existed among the other participants that the

*Richard M. Bissell of the CIA gave the final briefing on the opera-
tion during the meeting. Attending were: Secretary of State Dean
Rusk; Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara; Secretary of the
Treasury Douglas Dillon; the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
General Lyman L. Lemnitzer, US Army; CIA Director Allen Dulles;
Senator J. William Fulbright (D-Ark.), Chairman of the Senate For-
eign Relations Committee; McGeorge Bundy, Presidential Assistant
for National Security Affairs; Paul Nitze, Assistant Secretary of
Defense for Inter-ational Security Affairs: Thomas Mann, Assistant
Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs; and three Kennedy
Latin American specialists—Adolf Berle, Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr..
ard Richard Goodwin.
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operation should proceed. The mecting ended
inconclusively, however, with the President saying,
“Gentlemen, we’'d better sleep over it.”!"

After being briefed on the plan on Saturday, 8 April
1961, in New York, Adlai E. Stevenson, Ambassador to
the United Nations, said, “Look, I don’t like this. If 1
were calling the shots, I wouldn’t do it. But this is Ken-
nedy’s show. All I ask is three things: Don’t do anything
until the Assembly adjourns. Second, nobody leaves
from US territory. Third, no American participation.”

On 13 April, the President was still undecided
about going forward with the plan. He dispatched the
US military commander for the operation, Marine Colo-
nel Jack Hawkins, to the Guatemala camps for a final
evaluation. Colonel Hawkins returned with an enthusi-
astically positive report on the force’s ability to accom-
plish the mission.?

In deference to objections from Senator Fulbright,
Undersecretary of State Chester Bowles, and UN
Ambassador Stevenson, two critical changes were made
in the invasion plan.

e US air support would not be called in at any time.

® The 16 B-26 bombers of Brigade 2506 would
make just two strikes before the invasion: the first
would be two days before the landing, and the second on
the morning of the landing.

As the date for the invasion approached, the media
began pressing for more information. On Friday, 14
April, President Kennedy told the head of the CIA oper-
ation that the first of two air strikes was approved.
Almost as an afterthought, Kennedy asked how many
planes would take part in the raid. When he was told 16
B-26 bombers, the President said, “Well, I don’t want it
on that scale. I want it minimal.” Without “minimal”
being defined, six planes were used for the Saturday
attack.

Even though the air strike was made to appear as if
it were carried out by defecting Cuban pilots, US
involvement was the focus of considerable international
speculation. Rusk told the President he doubted the
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second air attack would appear to be launched by defec-
tors. Concurring with Rusk’s evaluation, the President
ordered the second strike on Castro’s airfields canceled
only hours before the invasion was to begin.?! This deci-
sion was crucial to the outcome of the invasion.

While President Kennedy clearly had taken the
position no American forces would be committed to the
invasion, the Cuban exile leaders of the invasion force
continued to receive assurances US military forces
would support them, if necessary. US advisers in the
field told Colonel Jose Perez “Pepe” San Roman, the Bri-
gade 2506 commander, “If you fail, we go in.”#

In April 1961, Fidel Castro was so certain the inva-
sion was coming he started sleeping during the daytime
so he would be alert during the night, when the attack
was most likely. He also felt one of the first objectives of
an attack would be a strike against his small air force.
As a deceptive measure, he positioned old and disabled
aircraft in groups of three on his airfield taxiways,
while operational aircraft, dispersed and camouflaged,
were protected by antiaircraft guns. As Castro had
anticipated, the Brigade’s B-26 boimbers began the inva-
sion with a strike on Cuban airfields. Flown by Cuban
pilots, the bombers inflicted considerable damage to
Castro’s air force on the ground. After the raid.
however, Castro still had four operational fighters and
two B-26 bombers to use against the invasion.?

The coordinated attacks on the airfields was the sig-
nal Castro was waiting for—the invasion was imminent.
Between the air raids on 15 April, and the actual inva-
sion on 17 April, Castro confined an estimated 100,000
Cubans. Using information from his network of neigh-
borhood informers, the Committees for the Defense of
the Revolution (CDRs), Castro arrested anyone with the
least suspicion of counterrevolutionary sentiment.
When the prisons were filled to overflowing, prisoners
were confined in stadiums, schools, and even in the
moat of La Cabanas prison. The mass arrests effectively
neutralized the resistance movements expected to rise
and support the invasion with sabotage and active
revolt.2
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The invasion began shortly after midnight on 17
April 1961. As daylight broke, the 1,500 members of
Brigade 2506 extended their beachhead inland from the
initial landing sites and prepared to unload tanks and
heavy equipment from landing ships. Castro’s remain-
ing air force attacked the supply ships, destroying much
of the ammunition and supplies before they could be
landed. Repeated strafing and bombing by Castro’s
fighters and bombers kept the invasion forces from
advancing, giving Castro’s army time to encircle the
area with tens of thousands of troops and Soviet-made
tanks.

The invasion forces on shore made urgent requests
for air support from the US Task Force cruising over the
horizon south of Cuba. On the third day, Colonel San
Romai made one last desperate plea for air support
from the aircraft carrier USS BOXER. “Where is our
support?” he asked. The reply was, “We cannot give you
any further support. You are on your own.” The angry
and frustrated San Roman quickly replied, “And you,
sir, are a son of a bitch!” At 5 p.m. Colonel San Roman
issued his final order to the Brigade: Destroy the heavy
equipment, separate, attempt to reach the Escambray
Mountains. and then fight on as guerrilla bands. By the
time this order was being given, Castro had massed
80,000 troops and more than 100 tanks against the
invaders. Of the 1,500 men of “La Brigada 2506,” 1,180
were captured and brought to trial in Havana; 100 were
killed in the three days of fighting, and another 60 died
of wounds or other causes.?

The continuing tragedy of the failed Bay of Pigs
invasion was the excuse it provided the Castro govern-
ment to impose and institutionalize repressive controls
on the Cuban people, eliminating any possibility for a
revolutionary uprising or even peaceful disagreement.
His repeated harangues about a US-supported invasion
had proven true, and he continued to use the possibility
of future attacks as a pretext for militarizing the Cuban
suciety. Castro also used the invasion attempt as a basis
for his increasing requests for sophisticated weapons
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Center b tgtge stadpe-

La Brigada prisoners captured at the Bay of Pigs are marched
through the streets by Cuban guards.

from Soviet-bloc countries. He wanted missiles capable
of striking targets in the United States to discourage
any further attempts to overthrow his regime. The
attempted invasion, directly supported by the United
States, also justified his increasing military capabilities
to the Latin American community. previously critical of
Cuba’s growing military might.

Cuban refugees arriving in the United States had
reported as early as August 1962 that pads and storage
bunkers for missiles were being

Cuban constructed on the island. The
Missile White House did not consider
Crisis the missile reports serious. but

did express concern over the
substantial amounts of conventional Soviet armaments
Cuba was receiving; Cuban surveillance was increased
in early October 1962. Aerial photographs made by a
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U-2 surveillance aircraft on 14 October 1962 revealed
more than traditional weapons: They provided the first
graphic evidence of missile bases under construction. A
next-day analysis concluded that tacilities under con-
struction were for medium-range missiles capable of
striking targets as far away as 1,265 miles.?

When completed, missiles launched from these sites
could strike several major US cities and critical military
facilities in the southern, eastern, and midwestern sec-
tions of the country, as well as the Panama Canal. Pres-
idential Assistant for National Security Affairs
McGeorge Bundy told President Kennedy early on the
morning of 16 October 1962, “There is new hard pho-
tographic evidence that the Russians have offensive
missiles in Cuba.” As the President sat on the edge of
his bed in pajamas and a bathrohe, he ordered a meeting
of top security officials.

At the 11:45 a.n. meeting, the CIA gave a formal
presentation in the Cabinet Room, explaining the U-2
photographic evidence. During the briefing, the Presi-
dent’s brother. Robert F. Kennedy, reflected on recent
Soviet assurances that no offensive weapons would be
located in Cuba. When Kennedy had expressed his con-
cerns to Soviet Ambassador Anatole Dobrynin about the
Cuban buildup. Dobrynin told Kennedyv that Chairman
Khrushchev had directed him to assure the President no
ground-to-ground missiles nor offensive weapons would
be given to Cuba, and that the military buildup was
insignificant. A week after the Dobrynin meeting.
Khrushchev again reassured the President in a personal
message that under no circumstances would surface-to-
surface missiles be sent to Cuba. As Robert Kennedy lis-
tened to the CIA briefing, he realized the assurances
had all been “one gigantic fabric of lies.” Missile launch-
ing pads were being built and missiles were being
shipped to Cuba at the same time the assurances were
being given.?

Three days after the initial detection, reconnaissance
flights discovered more missile bases under construction.
These bases were for larger 2.530-mile intermediate-range
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AP Wide World Photos

Eight canvas-covered missiles are shown on the deck of this
Soviet freighter, after it departed the Cuban Port of Mariel in
November 1962. This aerial photo is dated 7 November 1962.

missiles, extending the Soviet threat throughout most of
the United States. Construction on the sites progressed
rapidly from the time of detection until late October,
when the Soviets had completed nine sites—six with
four launchers each for medium-range missiles, and
three sites with four launchers each for intermediate-
range missiles. Newly constructed bunkers for nuclear
weapons also were observed at the missile bases. John
T. Hughes, special assistant to the Director of the
Defense Intelligence Agency, later reported the Soviet
Union’s objective was to “achieve clandestinely a fully
operational capability for all systems by early December

1962, in order to confront the United States with a fait
accompli.”2
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The nuclear missile threat, so close to the United
States, seriously upset the balance of world power—a
situation the United States could not accept. Failure of
the Kennedy administration to detect, and accurately
evaluate, the Cuban missile bases had brought the
United States to the brink of war. The advanced stage of
construction left no room to negotiate or compromise—
removal of the missiles was a “vital national interest” to
be accomplished even at the risk of war. President Ken-
nedy met with his advisers in emergency meetings on
17 and 18 October. On 22 October 1962, he announced
to the American people that he would impose a naval
and air “quarantine” of Cuba, to prevent delivery of
additional offensive weapons from the Soviet Union. In
the days that followed, a US invasion force was assem-
bled at military bases in Florida, and US armed forces
throughout the world were placed on Defense Condition
2. one step away from war. Bombers of the Strategic
Air Command loaded with nuclear weapons were
rotated in an airborne status, poised to strike targets in
the Soviet Union.

Un the other side of the world, the Soviet Defense
Ministry alerted the Soviet armed forces for “atomic
war.”

The Organization of American States (OAS) issued
a unanimous resolution on 23 October 1962, condemn-
ing Cuba for “secretly endangering the peace of the Con-
tinent by permitting the Sino-Soviet powers to have
intermediate- and middle-range missiles on its territory
capable of carrying nuclear warheads.” The resolution
called for immediate dismantling and withdrawal of all
missiles and offensive weapons, and recommended that

“US Defense Conditions (DEFCONs) follow an escalating scale of
readiness, from DEFCON 5, normal peacetime condition. through
progressively higher levels of combat readiness to DEFCON 1, war.
As published in PRAVDA, “On 23 October 1962 the Soviet govern-
ment ordered the minister of defense to defer the release of the older
classes from the Strategic Missile Forces, the Air Defense Forces,
and the Submarine Forces; to cancel all leaves; and to raise the com-
bat readiness and vigilance of all forces.”
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all member states take measures, individually and col-
lectively, including the use of “armed force to prevent
the missiles in Cuba with offensive capability from ever
becoming an active threat to the peace and security of
the Continent.” The OAS action, which gave a legal
basis to the quarantine of Cuba, was a heavy blow to
Khrushchev. He had hoped to castigate the United
States in the world arena for taking provocative and
aggressive outlaw actions; instead, he faced an Alliance
of 21 nations protecting their interests. Many OAS
countries provided men, supplies, and ships during the
several weeks that followed.2?

After a paralyzing four days, during which the
world came closer to nuclear war than ever before or
ever since, President Kennedy and Premier Khrushchev
negotiated an agreement. Consistent with a proposal
made to President Kennedy in Khrushchev’s letter of 25
October, offering “no more weapons to Cuba and those
within Cuba withdrawn or destroyed, and you recipro-
cate by withdrawing your blockade and also agree not to
invade Cuba,” the agreement called for the following
steps:3"

® The Soviet Union would dismantle and remove
offensive missiles from Cuba.

® The USSR would allow United Nations inspectors
to supervise and verify removal.

® The Soviets would not reintroduce ballistic mis-
siles to Cuba.

® The United States would pledge publicly not to
invade Cuba.

Just as the Bay of Pigs irvasion attempt justified
Castro’s repressive internal measures, eliminating the
possibility of a revolt from within, the Cuban Missile
Crisis provided a guarantee against attack from with-
out, ensuring a Cuban communist government for dec-
ades to come.




6
Cuba in 1980

What does Cuba expect in 1980? Well, a net
income per capita of some $3,000, or more than
the actual per capita income of the United
States. And if you do not believe me, all right.
We are here to challenge you, gentlemen. If you
Jjust leave us in peace, if you let us develop and
in 20 years let us come back, we shall see if the
chant of the siren was that of revolutionary
Cuba or not.

Ernesto “Che” Guevara
Organization of American States,
August 1961

AFTER 1962, WITH THE CUBAN PEOPLE UNDER FIRM
INTERNAL CONTROLS and the country secure against
US-initiated attacks from abroad, Fidel Castro set about
consolidating the revolution and promoting himself and
Cuba to positions of world prominence. Exporting revo-
lution was Castro’s international goal for the 1960s. He
sent covert bands of dedicated Cuban guerrillas to
foment and support revolutionary movements through-
out Latin America. Castro and “Che” Guevara believed
Cuba’s revolutionary success would serve as a model for
other countries in the region. Cuba’s efforts to promote
revolutions, however, were generally unsuccessful and
did little more than alienate Cuba from established
Latin American governments. Castro’s covert guerrilla
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operations essentially ended when his close friend and
adviser, “Che” Guevara, was captured in the mountains
of Bolivia.

Guevara failed to gain the trust of Bolivian peas-
ants or the support of Bolivian communists. A special
force of the Bolivian army hunted down Guevara and
his small band of Cuban revolutionaries. After an
engagement in a remote mountain ravine, Guevara was
captured and unceremoniously executed the next day,
9 October 1967. His expedition had failed to precipitate
a Bolivian revolution.!

Castro turned his attention inward in the late
1960s, focusing on Cuba’s social and economic issues.
The Cuban Prime Minister

Economic enjoyed the international
Problems acclaim accorded Cuba for its
special social programs,* such as

subsidized housing, expanded education systems,
elimination of illiteracy, and health care and free medi-
cal treatment for all Cubans. While some socialistic
improvements were made, the Cuban people still were
forced to cope with shortages of food and basic essen-
tials. As the society and economy were centralized, the
Cuban people were systematically brought under

*While Castro prided himself on Cuba's socioeconomic achievements,
many of the successes for which he accepted full credit were pro-
grams and trends begun before his revolution. Some medical
advances he claimed, such as the elimination of poliomyelitis from
Cuba, were brought about through technology transfer. Other
developing countries accomplished equally significant social and
economic objectives without the political repression or loss of individ-
ual freedoms that occurred in Cuba. Costa Rica, for example, was an
open pluralistic Central American democracy that started from a
lower economic base than Cuba and achieved comparable socioeco-
nomic standards. For a further discussion of Cuban equivalent socio-
economic comparability, see Hugh S. Thomas, Georges A. Fauriol,
and Juan Carlos Weiss, The Cuban Revolution: 25 Years Later
{Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1984).
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tighter controls and deprived of their individual rights.
In the late 1960s, Cuba’s sugar production was steadily
increasing and the Cuban economy showed strong signs
of recovery. The Cuban people had hopes the improve-
ments in living conditions, repeatedly promised by the
government, finally would be realized.

Prior to Castro, attempts to stabilize the Cuban
economy by moving away from the reliance on sugar
had been unsuccessful, primarily because of unrealistic
planning and ill-conceived government economic strat-
egies. Under Castro, sugar actually increased as a per-
centage of total agricultural production and total
economic output. The economic fate of Cuba became
even more dependent on the rise and fall of the price
and production of a single crop—sugar. The failure of
Cuba to diversify its economy by moving away from the
near total dependence on sugar may well have been a
conscious decision by Fidel Castro, whose paramount
goal was his continued dictatorial rule of the country.
Castro was aware that extensive industrialization and
economic diversification would have required a greater
degree of decentralized decisionmaking, access to a
wider range of world markets, comprehensive and real-
istic planning, and large-scale capital investment—all
of which would have introduced new influences on the
government and people of Cuba.

Probably the most difficult aspect of economic
development for Castro to accept was the necessity to
put economic priorities ahead of political decisions.
After comparing alternatives, Castro opted for economic
stagnation over giving up his tight centralized control
over the country.?

The economic debate of the early 1960s, crucial to
the fate of the people of Cuba, centered on the role of
moral versus material incentives. Castro supported the
early stand of “Che” Guevara, Cuba’s first Minister of
Industries. Guevara proclaimed, “While not denying the
objective need for material incentives, we maintain that
the development of the consciousness does more for
development of production in a relatively short period of
time than material incentives do.”
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Castro later disagreed with Guevara over funda-
mental issues of incentives and Marxist economic
development. In the mid-1960s, Castro began to favor
the practical application of material incentives to
increase productivity. Guevara, however, steadfastly
believed in the idealistic use of moral incentives as the
key to increased production. This basic disagreement
concerning economic development may have been the
reason Guevara embarked on his revolutionary mission
in Bolivia.? After Guevara’s death in 1967, Castro
apparently reconsidered his position concerning incen-
tives and economic development. Cuba’s economic pol-
icies in the late 1960s, a radical extension of Guevara’s
theory of centralized budgeting, moved the country
away from a market economy. In March 1968, Castro
confiscated the country’s remaining 55,609 small busi-
nesses, including peddler trade. The move virtually
ended all Cuban private enterprise and eliminated any
legal means of making a profit through individual ini-
tiative and industry. In defense of the government’s
action, Raul Castro said, “We did not make a revolution
in order to establish the right to trade.” Castro’s brother
condemned the short-ranged benefits of a market econ-
omy, stating, “To say that small merchants lived better
because they were influenced by material incentives is
true. And for that reason we reject material incentives.
We do not want a small merchant mentality for our
people.”

The Castro government continued its drive to elimi-
nate individualism, and communize the Cuban people.
The state provided more services free or at greatly
reduced costs, based on the theory that free services
would lessen the significance of money and wages, giv-
ing greater importance to moral incentives, and facili-
tating the use of voluntary labor. The priority of moral
versus material incentives officially was adopted at the
Twelfth Workers’ Congress in Cuba in August 1966.
The Cuban government’s idealistic reliance on moral
incentives to motivate workers led to significant ineffi-
ciencies and serious problems in production and
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services. Without the incentive of material reward to
motivate workers, the development of systems to prod
workers into performing became increasingly more nec-
essary. As the “carrot” became less desirable, the state
had to use a larger “stick.”*

The apparatus for monitoring and controlling the
Cuban peopie became more severe and pervasive. The
Cuban State Security Organization, Seguridad del
Estado, equivalent to the Soviet KGB (Committee of
State Security, Soviet Secret Police), and its various
intelligence-gathering systems was firmly established
throughout Cuban society, to maintain internal
security. Every facet of a Cuban’s life was controlled,
even personal affairs and recreation. The purchase of
food, which was rationed, from any place other than a
government facility was a crime. The Cuban govern-
ment had become the sole employer, educator, and
healer of the Cuban people. All religions were repressed,
with less than 1 percent of the people in this once highly
religious country ever attending church services. The
Cuban government became the conscience of the people,
establishing acceptable norms of behavior—rewarding
and punishing accordingly.

Fidel Castro announced in 1969 that Cuba would
achieve the largest sugar harvest in the country’s his-
tory. He said the zafra, as the
Sugar and sugar harvest is called in Cuba,
Soviet Aid would be ten million tons—
almost twice what Cuba had
been averaging annually. By his direct involvement,
Castro implied his acceptance of personal responsibility
for accomplishing his proclaimed goal. In a series of
national speeches, he exhorted all Cubans to do their
share. Tens of thousands of Cubans left their offices, fac-
tories, and schools for the cane fields to help achieve the
Premier’s goal. All available labor and resources were
diverted to the harvest without regard to economic
impact.
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million-and-a-half tons, and the economic distortions of
the inefficient dedication of resources to achieve an
unrealistic goal had been costly: The monumental effort
left the Cuban economy virtually bankrupt. Worse than
the loss of prestige was the devastating impact on the
nation’s directed economy. Contrasted with a market
economy, the cost of production versus the value of the
product had not been a relevant factor in Cuba’s overall
planning. The failure of the zafra was an example of
Cuba’s guerrilla mentality applied to economic plan-
ning.

The failure of the sugar harvest made Castro even
more indebted to the Soviet Union, and even more
dependent on extensive aid from the Soviet bloc. A US
congressional report estimated that the total accumu-
lated Soviet assistance to Cuba as of 1979 was $16.7 bil-
lion (US), in subsidies on commodities traded and
repayable loans. The 1979 outstanding repayable loan
portion of the Cuban debt to the USSR was $5.7 billion
(US). Supporting the Cuban economy was costing the
Soviet Union an estimated $3 to $4 billion annually.
Cuba’s debt to the West also had grown to nearly 60
times what it was before Castro took over. When the
Soviet and western debts were combined, the total
Cuban indebtedness was 200 times greater under Castro
than under any other Cuban leader.?

As a result of Cuba’s growing dependence on the
Soviet Union, the Kremlin became more involved in
Cuba’s internal affairs, exacting a price for its increased
subsidy of the Cuban economy. In the early 1970s, Cas-
tro “institutionalized” the communist form of govern-
ment in Cuba, perpetuating communist leadership, and
theoretically relinquishing some of his centralized con-
trol over the country to the Cuban Communist Party.
Evidence now indicates, however, that Fidel Castro
manipulated the cover of “institutionalization” to
receive increased Soviet support, while giving up little
of his power to the Cuban Communist Party. Fidel still
remained the true and unquestionable ruler of Cuba,
aided by his brother Raul and his trusted foreign policy
adviser Carlos Rafael Rodriguez.®
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While strongly denied by Castro, Cuba’s ambitious
foreign involvements in the 1970s may well have been a
quid pro quo for continued
Overseas Soviet economic support. With
Adventures the Soviets providing transpor-
tation, arms, and advisers,
Cuban troops and technicians became more active inter-
nationally, serving as the communist vanguard in the
developing nations of the Third World. This arrange-
ment appealed to Castro: He could satisfy his ambitions
of being an international leader, while rekindling wan-
ing socialist fervor in Cuba. Cuban tank commanders
demonstrated their military prowess by fighting suc-
cessfully for Syria in the 1973 Yom Kippur War with
Israel. Serving as a suitable proxy for Moscow’s forces,
more than 100,000 regular and reserve Cuban military
personnel had taken part in African campaigns, pri-
marily in Angola and Ethiopia, by the end of 1980.7

Cuba’s investment in providing thousands of
trained and skilled personnel to overseas operations was
a considerable drain on the country’s limited pool of
technically qualified manpower, further burdening the
faltering economy. The magnitude of Cuba’s foreign
activities was particularly significant, considering the
overseas resources were drawn from a population of less
than 10 million. Projecting a Cuban presence, and play-
ing such an important international role, only could
have been accomplished with extensive financial and
resource support from the Soviet Union.

In addition to economic hardships, the forced con-
scription of young men as soldiers for far-off battles
caused concern among the Cuban people. In the late
1970s, Cuban forces accounted for two-thirds of all com-
munist military and technical personnel in Third World
countries, exceeding even the numbers of Soviet forces
in Afghanistan and Vietnamese forces in Southeast
Asia. Cuba also had technical advisers and construction
workers in Algeria, Iraq, Jamaica, Libya, Mozambique,
Nicaragua, Vietnam, and Grenada. Cuba’s overseas
involvement continued with 70,000 military troops,
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technicians, and technical advisers in 23 countries
around the world in 19822

Cuba approached 1980 beset with serious social and
economic problems. It was dependent on the Soviet
Union for an estimated $3 bil-
Cuban lion a year in financial aid and
Unrest subsidies to keep the economy
from collapsing. The population
showed signs of unrest, and rumors of sabotage and
anti-government activities circulated throughout
Havana. The pervasive control of the Castro govern-
ment over all aspects of the Cuban economy and society
meant any signs of discontent were basically political in
nature. Thousands of Cubans were arrested under the
1978 de peligrosidad (“potentially dangerous”) law,
which enabled the government to imprison anyone for
up to four years as a potential threat to society. More
escapes from Cuba were made in 1979 than in the pre-
vious seven combined years, another indication of
mouncing dissatisfaction. President Castro* brought
back a hard-liner, Ramiro Valdes, as Minister of the
Interior, in charge of the police. Valdes, who had
organized intelligence and security systems for Castro
in 1959, instituted extensive identity requirements that
resulted in new detentions, presumably to stop anti-gov-
ernment propaganda.

The upward trend in the Cuban gross national prod-
uct (GNP) leveled off, and then declined sharply from
6.5 percent in 1978 to a record low of 0.4 percent in
1980. This minimal increase in GNP signaled stagna-
tion and a severe economic situation. Cuba suffered
from a serious shortage of housing, food and consumer

*Fidel Castro was Prime Minister of Cuba from 1959 until 1976. In
1976, he also became President of the Cuban Council of State, mak-
ing him “head of state” as well as “head of government.” From that
point on, his title was President.
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goods were scarce and strictly rationed, unemployment
and underemployment continued at high rates, water
and sanitary systems were inadequate, electrical black-
outs occurred daily, and public transportation was insuf-
ficient. Aware of the obvious problems, the Cuban
government took little substantive action to correct
them. In speeches in late 1979, both Fidel and Raul Cas-
tro attributed Cuba’s dire economic straits to inflation,
the US trade embargo, the low price of sugar, “sugar
cane rot,” and “blue mold” that damaged two successive
tobacco crops. They also blamed Cuba’s problems on the
indifference and corruption of workers and supervisors,
shoddy workmanship, and falsified production records.”

The government was reorganized, in an effort to
improve the economic situation; 11 ministries and state
committees were merged or abolished and nine high-
ranking officials were dismissed. These highly
publicized changes may have been staged to give the
population the impression of sweeping reforms. But no
changes were made in the country’s basic economic or
political policies. Cubans remained weary of govern-
ment rhetoric and unfulfilled promises of better times to
come. !’
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7
Life in Cuba

To satisfv his desires most easily, a tvrant uses
three ruses: first, he makes sure that those who
follow him are fools and live in constant fear,
so they will not dare rise up against him; sec-
ond, he does whatever he can to ensure that his
subjects do not trust one another, because those
who live in strife will never dare speak ill of
him; third, ke keeps the people impoverished by
submerging them in grert projects and inter-
minable adventures, so that they will never
think of doing anythng against him.

Alfonso the Wise, King of Castille
Siete Partidos, Thirteenth Century

HE IRREVERSIBLE DECISION OF MORE THAN 10.000

CUBANS to enter the Peruvian Embassy, abandon-
ing homes and possessions and fleeing their country in a
matter of hours, was symptomatic of the desperation of
the population. Thousands of supporters of the former
dictator Fulgencio Batista fled Cuba immediately after
Fidel Castro overthrew the Batista government. Their
flight was consistent with the historical movement of
refugees after a violent change of government, not
unlike the British Tories who fled to Canada after the
American Revolution.

The flight of significant portions of the Cuban popu-
lace, however, atier relative stability should have
returned to the country, raised questions over why the
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migration continued. An examination of conditions
within a society that could precipitate an incident such
as occurred at the Peruvian Embassy is important. The
rash decision by more than 10,000 Cubans to give up
everything and leave the country indicates more than
isolated dissatisfactions.

Mercedes Lopez was one of Havana’s two million
residents in 1980. She awoke every day at 5 a.m. to pre-
pare breakfast for her three
Committee For school-age children before leav-
The Defense Of ing for her job at the shoe fac-
The Revolution tory. She lived with her family
in a one-story apartment build-
ing in a middle-class residential neighborhood. She
shared the one-bedroom apartment with her husband,
from whom she was separated and in the process of
divorcing, two sons, 17 and 12, her 15-year-old daugh-
ter, her divorced sister, and her sister’s three-year-old
son. When Mercedes came home from work, the large
woman who represented her group of apartments on the
local Committee for the Defense of the Revolution
(CDR) would be waiting with questions about where
Mercedes had been, why she was late, and what she had
in her packages. Mercedes resented the way the CDR
representative was always checking on everyone, but
was too afraid to say anything. She knew the large
woman cou.d get her into serious trovble with the
government.'

An accusation of counterrevolutionary activity
could put her in jail. Mercedes smiled to herself when
she thought about the gossip that said the large
woman’s husband, a policeman, was just as afraid of her
as everyone else.

The Committees, with millions of members 14 and
older, were very much a part of everyone’s life in Cuba.
The state-controlled CDRs were organized as neighbor-
hood watch groups. They were the eyes and the ears of the




LIFE IN CUBA 97

Castro government—present in all facets of Cuban life.
Committee members watched for signs of political discon-
tent and anti-social or illegal behavior. Individual repre-
sentatives reported to the chairs of neighborhood
committees, who in turn reported to regional offices. The
CDRs also coordinated volunteer labor projects and field-
work outings, neighborhood political indoctrination
programs, mobilization for mass demonstrations, and
neighborhood security watches. The Committees also
served as mass control mechanisms for the state, supervis-
ing and regulating daily life in Cuba. People deferred to
Committee members because of their power. The CDRs
maintained careful records, issuing certificates for par-
ticipation in revolutionary activities. While these certifi-
cates had little positive benefit, they were used to
discourage political passivity. Failure to take part often
led to official discrimination for job applications, housing
permits, and school assignments. Cubans joined in gov-
ernment activities out of fear of the consequences of non-
participation for themselves and their children.>
Political indoctrination of all Cubans began at the
CDR level, the first step in an individual’s “integration”
into the sphere of communist beliefs and doctrine.
Appropriate authorities considered the level of an indi-
vidual’s cooperation and progress in the “integration”
process in making decisions affecting the lives of indi-
viduals and their families. The Cuban system of control
coerced active conformity. “The CDR cannot do any-
thing for anyone,” an economics student who emigrated
from Cuba in 1979 said, “but it could ‘sink’ anyone.”

The Lopez apartment was crowded and inconven-
ient, but the family survived. Houses and apartments
were in such short supply in

Housing Havana that even divorced cou-
ples were forced to remain

together in the same residence. In the late 1970s, the
Cuban housing shortage was estimated at 700,000
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units; new construction never exceeded 21,000 units
annually. To further aggravate the deficit, houses had
deteriorated to the point where more were demolished
as uninhabitable than were being built each year.
Newly married husbands and wives had to continue liv-
ing separately with their families because no housing
units were available for them, and not enough room was
available for both to live with one family. On weekends,
married couples separated by the housing shortage often
went to one of the cheap rooming houses, called posados,
where they could be alone in a room for three hours for
about $5. The lines at the posados were long and couples
usually had to wait for hours. Special aireas in some
public parks were designated “zones of tolerance,”
where couples were permitted to make love undisturbed
by the authorities.*

The white building in which Mercedes Lopez and
her family lived had been built in the early 1940s; it
was old but in relatively good condition. She felt fortu-
nate to have her apartment and did not mind sharing it
with her sister; she enjoyed being near her little
nephew, who called her “Grandma.” She was disturbed,
however, that his daycare center taught the young chil-
dren to hate Americans. The little boy would bring
home pictures he had drawn of guns, telling her,
“Grandma, this is what I am going to use to kill the
Yankees.”?

The government adjusted house rents in Cuba to be
no more than 10 percent of a family’s income. After a
family had paid rent to the government for a house or
apartment for 20 years, it became theirs and could be
willed to their heirs. Many Cuban houses were old and
deteriorated but, once owned by the occupant, the gov-
ernment no longer assisted with repairs. The govern-
ment was proud of this expedient system of distributing
houses—ending profiteering and rent gouging by land-
lords. In the years since the Castro Revolution, owner-
ship of 78.8 percent of all homes on the island passed to
the occupants free of any rent or taxes. Before the revo-
lution, housing for Cuba’s rural agricultural workers
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was particularly poor. With investments in materials
and volunteer labor, the government had made signifi-
cant housing improvements for campesinos, but the
great disparity between housing for rural and urban
workers still remained.®

Despite a modest population growth, ranging from
2.2 percent in 1965 to 0.8 percent in 1979, Cuba still
had a severe shortage of housing units. Once a house or
apartment was owned by an individual or family, with
no mortgage or tax to be paid, any incentive to relin-
quish the property was eliminated. Even if a person
were assigned to work in another city, keeping the origi-
nal house cost him nothing. While the housing system
tended to control geographic mobility, it also limited
status mohility, because families who lived in large
houses in the better sections of the city before the revo-
lution still occupied those houses. The government could
reassign houses or apartments of persons emigrating
from Cuba, however.?

The government sponsored a program in which
“work brigades” built new houses in the Alamar sub-
urbs of Havana. Young men with good records of taking
part in government activities could submit their names
for selection for a brigade. If selected, they would build
houses with the brigade during their free time for the
next several years. After two or three years, depending
on participation, they would become eligible to live in
one of these newly constructed homes.*

Unemployment was a serious problem in Cuba in

the late 1970s. After waiting a long time to get her job
at the shoe factory, Mercedes

Cuban Lopez was careful not to be late
Workforce for work. On the street corner
every day at 6 a.m., she worried

that the bus would be too crowded or behind schedule, or
that it would break down before she got to work.
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Havana’s buses were in short supply and in poor repair.
Mercedes’ husband, a bus driver, told her of the diffi-
culty in obtaining the repair parts and in finding good
drivers and mechanics because so many were serving
with Cuban troops in Angola or Ethiopia.* Private auto-
mobiles were scarce because permission to purchase one
generally was reserved for party or government elite.
Buses were the common conveyance in Cuba: In 1980,
they provided 94 percent of the transportation on the
island. Although they werc no longer free, the buses
were cheap—only 5 centavos a fare.®

Cuban workers secure in their jobs often did not
bother to go vo work. The shortage of food and consumer
goods in the economy gave workers little incentive to
earn more than the minimum. During the day, movie
theaters often were filled with men and women who
chose not to show up for work. The Cuban government
reportedly opened more restaurants to give workers
additional opportunities to spend their wages, hoping to
create incentives to earn more money and decrease
absenteeism. The government may have ended ration-
ing of liquor and cigars for the same reason—incentive
to earn and spend. In 1980, Cubans could buy all the
rum they wanted for $14 a bottle, or $10.50 for a lower-
quality liquor. While eliminating rationing on alcohol
gave workers something to spend their wages on, it
aggravated Cuba’s serious alcoholism problem, contrib-
uting to more absenteeism. The sale of alcoholic
beverages was restricted until the end of the work day—
6 p.m. weekdays, 2 p.m. Saturdays, and 9 a.m.
Sundays. !’

*Cuba’s regular standing military force was not large enough to sus-
tain the country’s overseas commitments. Troops assigned outside
Cuba roughly equaled about 20 percent of the country’s regular
armed forces. To supply its overseas manpower commitment, Cuba
had to mobilize its reserve forces. Reserves made up 80 percent of
overseas personnel. Mobilization of reserves drained skilled man-
power from the country’s economy, leaving less-qualified technicians
and workers to do their jobs.
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Mercedes Lopez worried about the future of her son

Mario. She knew the only way he could get ahead in

Cuba was with proper training,

Education but she doubted that the govern-

ment would assign him to a

quality school. A good student, Mario wanted to con-

tinue his education, but he had not taken part enthusi-

astically in communist activities, nor was he a member
of any revolutionary youth organization.!!

The Cuban education system, often cited for its
achievements, was used for repression and Marxist-
Leninist indoctrination. The government compelled
Cubans to comply with the will of the regime, and take
part in government activities, out of fear they or their
children would not get an education. Educational oppor-
tunities were highly visible rewards for government
activism and political allegiance—selection for univer-
sity and advanced courses was based largely on a
student’s political record as much as academic achieve-
ment. Decisions on continuing education were based on
information in personal dossiers. The dossiers were
begun when the student first entered school, and con-
tained cumulative information on academic and politi-
cal activities and attitudinal information about
individuals and their families.

Schools were the principal instruments for commu-
nist orientation programs, beginning with daycare cen-
ters. Throughout the school year, university and high
school students routinely engaged in “agricultural
activities,” such as the sugar cane harvest. The govern-
ment considered these periods, when students were
away from home and family distractions, to be par-
ticularly productive for political indoctrination.!?

Indoctrination, rather than agricultural production,
may have been the primary goal of the programs for
school children.

The Cuban educational system in 1980 included a
preparatory school (kindergarten) and six years of ele-
mentary school. After elementary school, alternatives
were three years of basic secondary school, or a two- or
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Student volunteers from Havana University harvest sugar
cane by hand, as part of Castro’s ‘‘agricultural activities”
program.

three-year course at a polytechnical school. After that,
students could be selected for three years of pre-univer-
sity studies, four years of teacher school, three or four
years at polytechnical institutes, or a one- or two-year
advanced course in a polytechnical school. From these
schools, the government selected students to go on to
university centers, or colleges. The school system also
provided a parallel program of adult education for
farmers and workers that could lead to studies at the
university level.

The state ran all schools in Cuba; no private educa-
tion was available at any level. A survey by the Cuban
government in 1979 indicated that 4.5 percent of the
working population had “university education,” and
another 17 percent had received at least 12 years of
schooling. Just under half of the labor force had at least
nine years of education. The five years before 1980 saw
an apparent decline in the emphasis on education, with
the Cuban government’s total gross investment in this
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“nonproductive sphere” of education dropping from 10.3
percent in 1975 to 3.2 percent in 1980.13

While Castro boasted of Cuba’s achievements in
education, citing high enrollments, he was silent about
two important educational deficiencies—a high dropout
rate and a shortage of graduates in technical areas. In
the 1970s, more than 70 percent of elementary school-
age children and 85 percent of high school-age children
dropped out of school programs before completion. While
Cuba graduated large numbers of students qualified in
foreign languages, it did not produce enough technicians
to meet the country’s technical needs.!

Lines at movie theaters always were longest when
American films were shown. But Mercedes Lopez, like
most Cubans, did not mind wait-
Entertainment ing, because she preferred
seeing US pictures. Cuban the-
aters generally featured highly politicized Soviet films
but, every now and then, they would show a US movie.
The Castro government selected particular American
films because they portrayed corruption and violence in
American society. Mercedes Lopez was certain that most
Cubans knew they were shown for propaganda pur-
poses, but she could not be sure, because everyone was
afraid to say so. Government radio and television sta-
tions carried few entertainment programs, showing
mostly political programs, documentaries, and local
news. Even the music in Cuba had become politicized—
few romantic songs were played.

Mercedes and her family liked to go to the beach for
recreation. Because of her husband’s job as a bus driver,
they used the transportation workers’ beach, which had
been a private beach club before the revolution. Most
labor groups had their own recreational facilities, desig-
nated by the government. Activities were easier to con-
trol when even recreation hours were spent with the
people with whom the people worked. In their free time
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on Saturdays, the people would receive instruction in
the Russian language. After the revolution, the Cuban
government systematically eliminated all professional
and social organizations. Civic organizations, such as
Lions Clubs or the Junior Chamber of Commerce (Jay-
cees), were not allowed to exist unless they were directly
controlled by the government; this repression also
applied to independent professional organizations, such
as medical, legal, or engineering associations. In their
place, the government established such groups as the
Federation of University Students, the Women’s Federa-
tion (with more than two million members), and the
Federation of Secondary Students.!”

Delfin Hernandez resisted government pressures to
discontinue his membership as a Freemason. A black-
smith, he was one of the few Cubans still self-employed.
Since Cuba needed his individual skills as a blacksmith,
his employment could not be threatened. In resisting,
however, he was identified as a “political diversionist”
who failed to “integrate” with the Castro revolution. !¢

Cubans often spent their extra money, and their
free time, in dimly lit government-run neighborhood
bars and titos de cervasa, beer shops, where they could
drink, smoke, and talk with friends. Drinks cost $1 and
cigarettes were $1.60 a pack. Occasionally, Cubans
would go to one of the larger hotels, where the
atmosphere was nicer but the drinks were more expen-
sive, at least $1.50. Because of rationing and the usual
shortages in food stores, many people ate in restaurants
for variety in their diets. Restaurants also were subject
to rationing, however, and many items on their menus
were not available. Meals varied from $2 for a plate of
spaghetti at a pizzeria, to $20 for a full-course meal at
the Tropicana Night Club. Considering costs and the
average weekly wage, which ranged from $88 for a phy-
sician or engineer to $30 for a receptionist, oppor-
tunities to go out for food and drink appeared limited.
Most people, however, lived rent-free, or paid only a
smait rent. With free medical care and education, and
consumer goods scarce, they had little to spend their
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incomes on, so eating out was a popular form of
entertainment.!?

Some consumer goods were not rationed, but their
availability was limited. Luxury items also were par-
ticularly scarce, so the right to
Rationing purchase them was a privilege
reserved for Cuban Communist
Party members and faithful supporters of the Castro
revolution. Before being permitted to buy a television
set, for instance, a committee first determined if the per-
son or family were hard workers and deserving of such a
luxury. If the committee turned the person down, the
only hope of obtaining the item was through the “black
market,” where prices were greatly inflated and the risk
of getting in trouble with the police was high. The price
and scarcity of appliances, for example, made them vir-
tually impossible for average Cubans to obtain. In 1980,
Cuba produced only 25,000 refrigerators, 40,000 televi-
sion sets, and 200,000 radios—well below demand.
Prices for appliances ranged from $990 to $1,130 for
refrigerators, $1,050 to $1,270 for television sets, and
$70 to $210 for radios.!8
Antero Fong had to take even better care of his
clothes in 1980 than before. The annual clothing ration
for men was reduced from two shirts to one, and to only
one pair of shoes instead of two; the trouser ration
remained at two pairs. Making clothes last and keeping
them presentable was particularly difficult because of
their low quality. But Antero had no choice—buying
replacement clothes on the black market was too dan-
gerous. Persons buying or selling on the black market
risked imprisonment without trial as a “dangerous per-
son.” In spite of the danger, black market activities
became rampant when the government, reacting to
economic conditions, reduced food and clothing rations.!?
To discourage the black market and raise additional
revenue, the Cuban government initiated what it called
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Cubans brave the elements in a long line waiting for a Havana
bakery shop to open toward the end of December 1983. Many
staples of everyday life are still rationed or hard to find, more
than two decades after the Castro revolution.

a “parallel market” or “free market”’—commonly
referred to by the Cuban people as the “red market.”
Purchasing items on the “parallel market” without a
ration book was legal, but prices were greatly inflated—
even higher than the black market. For example, blue
jeans on the “parallel market” might cost $100, but only
$15 with a ration book; a shirt on the “parallel market”
could cost as much as $80.20

The food ration also was reduced in 1980. The new
monthly ration for each person was five pounds of rice,
one and a quarter pounds of black beans, two ounces of
coffee, four pounds of sugar, and one and one half
pounds of lard. The meat allotment of 12 ounces per per-
son for nine days drove the price of fresh beef on the
black market as high as $10 a pound. Milk was rationed
at one liter a day for children under seven. Adults were
permitted four packs of cigarettes a month at 20 cents
each with the ration book; they had to pay $1.60 to




LIFE IN CUBA 107

$1.80 a pack on the “parallel market.” The Cuban
rationing system was an economic necessity, but it also
was an effective control over the mobility of the Cuban
population, since individual “supplies booklets” were
valid only at designated neighborhood stores. Raticning,
like the housing system, hindered people from moving
freely about the country.?!

In 1980, nearly half the Cuban population had been
born after Castro came to power in 1959. Most people
were too young to be familiar
Youth with the anti-Batista struggle,
the Bay of Pigs incident, or the
Cuban Missile Crisis. They were, however, very much
aware of the unfulfilled promises of the Castro govern-
ment, conscription, volunteer labor, rationing, and the
sacrifices they were asked to make for the sake of the
revolution. They did not share in the opportunities of
the early 1960s that created the new social hierarchy.
Instead, they found themselves in a situation of limited
opportunities for social mobility.?? The only way young
people could succeed under the Castro regime was to
conform. But in conforming, their drive and ambitions
were stifled.

They questioned their future and the future of
Cuba, but not openly.

The exceptionally large school dropout rates and
increasing acts of juvenile delinquency, often against
the state, indicated the frustration of Cuba’s young peo-
ple. The Cuban government recognized the need to exert
a greater influence over the restless young people and to
increase their political consciousness. To instill revolu-
tionary loyalty and communist ethics, the government
expanded membership in the Young Communist League
(UJC) to more than a million. The government also con-
centrated greater effort on the political indoctrination of
youth and younger age groups. Those who did not
respond appropriately to the teaching techniques of the
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UJC faced the Youth Army of Work (EJT). The EJT,
formerly the Youth Column of the Centenary, engaged
primarily in agricultural activities. Recruitment into
the EJT supposedly was voluntary: however, youth with
low academic standings and no interest in higher-level
studies and young people who did not support the revo-
lution enthusiastically were coerced to join. They were
threatened with assignment to the General Military
Service (SMG) or arrest under the ‘“law against
vagrancy.” While EJT labor normally was in isolated
areas under difficult conditions, it was less rigorous and
the wages were higher than the $7 per month paid the
SMG. 23

When Antero Fong applied to the University of
Havana, one of the first questions he was asked was “do
you believe in God?” He knew
Religion that if he said “yes” he would
not be selected. While people
were not prohibited from attending church services in
Cuba, the government openly ridiculed those who did
and made obtaining decent jobs difficult for them. Being
“religious” disqualified a person from getting a govern-
ment job or achieving a status position. Children of peo-
ple who practiced their religion also were discriminated
against. They were not punished directly, but were
excluded from the opportunities other children had.*
The Cuban government, through its discriminatory
policies, reduced organized religion in Cuba to its mini-
mum expression. By 1975, Cuba had the lowest rate of
religious marriages and baptisms in the Western Hemi-
sphere. Less than 1 percent of the population attended a
religious service at least once during the year. These
statistics represent a drastic change in a country where
48 percent of the population attended church services
and were religiously active before the revolution. Arti-
cle 54 of the 1976 Cuban Constitution, modeled after the
Constitution of the Soviet Union, granted freedom of
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worship, but did not eliminate discriminatory practic~
such worship brought on. The Programmatic Platform of
the Cuban Communist Party, the only political party in
Cuba, spoke for the Castro government when it pro-
claimed as a goal ‘““the progressive elimination of
religious beliefs through scientific materialistic
propaganda.”

The government employed such harassing tech-
niques as blaring loud music from loudspeakers outside
churches during Sunday Mass so the congregation could
not hear the priest. Harassing tactics were particularly
evident during important holy days. The government
devised a Plan de la Calle (Street Plan) to discourage
children from attending religious classes at the
churches. Government-sponsored recreational activities
were conducted adjacen! to the churches on days sched-
uled for religious instruction. These activities, well pub-
licized and with plenty of sports equipment, were
enticing alternatives to attending religious classes.?®

Approximately 15,000 Jews lived in Cuba before
the revolution. In 1980, only a small fraction of the esti-
mated 1,500 remaining members of the Jewish com-
munity would identify themselves. Castro’s open
support of hard-line Middle Eastern Arab countries was
difficult for Cuban Jews to accept and made their rela-
tionship with the Cuban government even more ten-
uous. A few older Jewish men still came to the large
synagogue in the once-affluent Vedado neighborhood of
Havana for Sabbath services, but otherwise it received
little use. The last time a cantor conducted a service
there was in 1960; the last Jewish wedding was in 1976.
Few young Cuban Jews practiced Judaism, because they
feared they would be deemed ideologically unfit, affect-
ing their chances to get an education, good jobs. or
housing.?

Youths suspected of being Young Communist
League members often raided Cuban churches. disrupt-
ing services by screaming, throwing eggs, and urinating
on the floors. Windows often were broken and holy
objects desecrated. Streets in the vicinity of churches
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were dug up and never repaired. While the Cuban gov-
ernment may not have directly sponsored the vandals,
authorities certainly condoned their acts, since no
actions ever were taken to discourage them.2*

Within the Cuban government, Cuban State
Security was directly responsible for repressive meas-
ures. A political police force
Repression functioning within the Ministry
of the Interior, State Security
had far-reaching authority. Equivalent to the Soviet
State Security Committee (KGB), it had authority to
arrest anyone suspected of real or potential crimes
against the state. It could detain, without charges, any-
one suspected of “potential future illegal activities,”
subordinating the interests and rights of individuals to
the designs of the Cuban government.

Cuban laws and procedures had been revised under
the tenets of Marxism-Leninism to guarantee the con-
formity and cooperation of the peovle. Organizations
such as the Committees for the Defense of the Revolu-
tion were created to discourage individualism and force
conformity. The purpose of Cuban State Security was to
punish dissenters and nonconformists. After 1970,
Cubans were required to carry Soviet-style identifica-
tion booklets, carnet de identidad, which served as inter-
nal passports. In addition to a photograph and personal
information, the booklet contained an evaluation of the
individual’s political activities.?®

As in most dictatorships, the Cuban political police,
Seguridad del Estado, was one of the most powerful and
efficient organizations in the government, responding
directly and solely to President Castro. Young men were
selected to serve in the State Security forces on the basis
of their intelligence, potential, and, most importantly,
their unquestionable loyalty to Fidel Castro. This elite
force received special training and enjoyed special
economic and social privileges. Along with the Cuban
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Border Guard, another elite force, they were responsible
for putting down internal uprisings, particularly among
the military. Members of State Security held the fate of
every Cuban in their hands and had access to all sources
of information concerning individuals. State Security
was responsible for interrogating political prisoners.
Secrecy and fear were major instruments of State
Security repression; the identity of agents and inform-
ants was closely guarded. The Directorate of General
Intelligence (DGI) provided information to the Cuban
government from agents working in Cuban commu-
nities overseas, infiltrating and manipulating Cuban
exile groups. Cubans had to be careful about what they
wrote or said to their families in other countries—their
words easily could get back to Cuba.3¢

For its size, Cuba had the greatest number of politi-
cal prisoners of any country in the world. Dr. Juan M.
Clark and Dr. Juan A. Figueras, conducting research
into political repression in Cuba, said that between
20,000 and 30,000 people were imprisoned there for
cri'mes against the state. Amnesty International’s 1979
report indicated that political prisoners in Cuba in the
mid-1970s numbered 20,000. Based on population, this
figure would be the equivalent of 500,000 political pris-
oners in a country the size of the United States. Using
Castro’s own 1977 estimate of 5,000 political prisoners,
and a Cuban population of 10 million, the political pris-
oner-to-population ratio in Cuba was 125 times greater
than that of the Soviet Union, with its highly publicized
gulags.?

Sentences for political crimes in Cuba also were
exceptionally long, and treatment of political prisoners
was extremely harsh. The International Rescue Com-
mittee, a world-wide group organized in 1933 to assist
anti-Nazi refugees escaping from Germany, reported
that in the first 18 years of the Castro government no
amnesty had been granted for Cuban political prisoners.
The Rescue Committee further stated that Castro’s esti-
mate of 5,000 political prisoners was understated; the
actual figure could be as high as 50,000. The Cuban
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government steadfastly denied access to its prisons by
all international organizations, including the Interna-
tional Red Cross and Amnesty International.?”

President Carter lifted the prohibition against
American citizens traveling to Cuba to visit relatives on
18 March 1977. He took a fur-
Exile ther step toward normalizing
Visits relations with Castro when he
removed the prohibition against
spending US dollars in the island nation, opening the
door for American visits to Cuba. This action, which
authorized American visitors to purchase up to $100
worth of Cuban pesos for personal use, was the first
relaxation of the trade embargo since 1963. It coincided
with direct Cuban-US negotiations on international
fisheries issues—the first direct high-level contact
between the two neighbors in 16 years.33

As various tour groups visited Cuba throughout
1978, Castro realized the economic potential of rap-
prochement. Feeling confident in the consolidation of
his revolution, and anxious to receive US dollars, the
Cuban president took actions to increase the number of
US visitors. Bypassing diplomatic channels, Castro met
with a “Committee of 75,” representing the Cuban exile
community, on 21 November 1978 at Havana’s Palace of
the Revolution. They agreed on the following:

1. Cuban exiles would be allowed to return to the
island to visit relatives.

2. Cuba would allow 3,600 political prisoners to
emigrate from Cuba.

3. Separated Cuban families could be reunited in
the United States.

Members of the Committee of 75, who described the
meeting as a Castro “monologue,” were not aware that
Cuba and the United States had already agreed on these
same terms in a secret accord. In the year and a half fol-
lowing the agreement, more than 100,000 Cuban exiles
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from the United States visited relatives in Cuba. No
longer were the exiles called “worms” and other deroga-
tory terms; they had become the “community abroad.”
In spite of an unfavorable dollar exchange rate imposed
by the Cuban government and greatly inflated prices,
Cuban Americans, la communidad, eagerly returned to
Cuba to see their relatives and visit their homeland. To
raise even more revenue, the Castro government
required all Cubans, even naturalized US citizens, to
obtain Cuban passports before their return to the island.
Cuban-American visitors had to pay premium rates for
hotel rooms, even though they were never used—visi-
tors usually stayed at the homes of relatives.3

Cuban-Americans paid a high price for their
visits—more than $800 per person. But their fine
clothes and expensive gifts imposed an even greater
price, in terms of traumatic social shock, on the Cuban
society. An American official in Havana said of the
visits,

The exiles arrived decked out in their best clothes,

carrying radios, television sets, and toasters, smok-

ing cigars, and talking about how the streets of

Miami were paved with gold. Watching some of

these meetings, I could see how upsetting it was for

the people who still lived in Havana.35

The situation had a particularly negative effect on the
most dedicated Cuban communists. Cubans who had
remained in touch with relatives and friends in the
United States received food, clothing, and appliances
from la communidad, while loyal party members and
supporters of the Castro revolution were “left out in the
cold.” The visits almost took on humorous proportions,
with relatives arriving with suitcases full of cosmetics,
medicines, watches, and all sorts of items difficult to
find in Cuba. The visitors even brought parts for old
American automobiles on their flights to Cuba. People
wore several layers of clothing, peeling them off to give
to their relatives.

The obvious high standard of living enjoyed by the
Cuban expatriates made the hardships of the Cuban




114 1980 CUBAN BOATLIFT/LARZELERE

people all the more difficult to endure. The visitors were
living proof that Cuban government reports of mistreat-
ment and hardships endured by Cubans who emigrated
to America were only false propaganda.?’

The visits triggered serious second thoughts by peo-
ple intimidated by mechanisms of mass control and
weary of economic hardship. Cubans pondered dreary
prospects for their future and the future of their
children. :




8
To Mariel

The Castro regime may again resort to large-
scale emigration to reduce discontent caused by
Cuba’s deteriorating economic condition....
During the 1960s, Cuba resorted to large-scale
emigration to rid itself of opponents of govern-
ment policies and to reduce demand for scarce
goods.... The revival of such a policy could
reduce popular discontent.

Central Intelligence Agency
Cuban Analytic Center, 31 January 1980

OME 65 CUBANS, SIX ARMED WITH PISTOLS, seized the

100-foot Cuban government dredge FIFTH u.”
DECEMBER on 31 January 1980 while it was docked at
Varadero Beach in the Port of Cardanas. Boarding the
vessel at night, the hijackers bound and gagged the cap-
tain and crew for the 12-hour crossing to the Florida
coast. After they reached the Florida Keys on 1 Febru-
ary 1980, the United States granted the hijackers and
two of the crew political asylum; the dredge and remain-
ing five crew members were returned to Cuba. A similar
incident occurred four months earlier, when 22 Cubans
hijacked a motorized barge in Havana harbor and sailed
it to Key West, where they were given political asylum.'

Two weeks later, eight men armed with five hand-
guns took over the Liberian freighter LISSETTE on
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US Coust Guard Photo

Hijacked Cuban tugboat, displaying its homeport of Habana on
its stern, is assisted by a US Coast Guard cutter as it moors in
Florida in 1980.

16 February 1980, while the ship was moored in
Havana harbor. In the course of the hijacking, one of the
ship’s crew was struck on the head during a brief scuf-
fle. The hijackers told the crew a bomb was planted in
the engine room and forced them to sail to Florida,
where the eight Cubans were granted asylum. Yet a
third hijacking occurred during the month, when 26
Cubans seized the 45-foot Cuban fishing boat LUCERO
on 25 February 1980 and forced the crew to take them
to Florida.?

Each event was widely publicized in the Florida
media, and the Cuban exile community welcomed the
hijackers as heroes.
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Angered by the hijackings, and the failure of the

US Government to discourage them, Cuban Vice Presi-

dent Carlos Rafael Rodriguez

Early Warnings called Wayne S. Smith, Chief of

the US Interests Section in

Havana, to a meeting on 19 February 1980. During the
meeting, Rodriguez warned Smith,

Despite your failure even to reply to our notes, we
have continued to cooperate in deterring aerial
hijackings. But our patience is running out. Unless
your government responds soon, we may have to
take measures of our own, and those measures
could include the opening of a new Camarioca.* If
your government wants people in small boats, we
can give you more than you bargained for.?

Smith reported the warning to the State Department in
Washington.

Fidel Castro criticized the United States in an 8
March 1980 speech before the Third Congress of the
Federation of Cuban Women for encouraging the hijack-
ing of vessels from Cuba to Florida. He said that while
Cuba had complied with the wishes of the United States

*On 28 September 1965, Castro announced that as of 10 October
1965, the Cuban port of Camarioca would be opened to the boats of
“Cuban Exiles” who wished to return to Cuba to pick up relatives.
The relatives leaving Cuba were forced to abandon their homes and
property to the government when they went to Camarioca to await
the boats. The Cuban government suddenly closed the port on 15
November 1965 and terminated the “boatlift” after 2,979 Cubans
had left the island. The 2,104 people remaining in the Camarioca
compound were transported to Florida on boats chartered by the
United States. The “Camarioca boatlift” ended because President
Lyndon B. Johnson had negotiated the safer and more orderly use of
commercial aircraft for the transportation of refugees. The “Freedom
Flights,” as they were called, began on 1 December 1965 and con-
tinued with two flights a day, five days a week until August 1971,
when they were stopped. During the “Freedom Flights,” 260,561
Cubans came to the United States on 3,049 flights.
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with regard to airplane hijackings, the US Government
had not responded to Cuba in kind for the hijacking of
vessels. Castro said,

We hope they will adopt measures so they will not
encourage the illegal departures from the country
because we might have to take our own measures.
We did it once.... We were forced to take measures
in this regard once. We have also warned them of
this. We once had to open the Camarioca port....
We feel it is proof of the lack of maturity of the US
Government to again create a similar situation.*

Smith said the Cuban threats resulted from “the US
failure to do anything about the boat hijackings. It was
not that Cuba wanted the people returned necessarily
but it was the lack of US action to punish or even repri-
mand the hijackers that upset them (the Cuban govern-
ment). Instead, they (the hijackers) were welcomed as
heroes encouraging more hijackings.”

Castro also was concerned by the lack of progress
with the agreed-on emigration of former political pris-
oners. Processing of applications for immigration lagged
far behind requests; US Attorney General Griffin Bell,
in 1979, personally reviewing each file to exclude “spies,
terrorists, and common criminals.”* The Cuban govern-
ment complained that hundreds of released political
prisoners were wandering the streets while waiting for
US clearances. The Cubans also complained the num-
bers for immigration were smaller than they had
expected. The United States, in turn, was concerned
because Castro had unilaterally decided to include for-
mer prisoners released before August 1978 in the agree-
ment. His action substantially increased the number of
emigrants. Smith said, “The sense in the Cuban Govern-
ment in 1980 was that the United States was taking
advantage of them.”5

*Robert A. Pastor of the National Security Council said the Justice
Department continued the tedious and prolonged review of the
applications despite President Carter’s “direct handwritten appeal”
to the Attorney General to speed up the process.
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After an initial thaw in relations in 1977, when the
Carter administration took steps toward normalizing
relations, the United States began resuming a harder
line with Cuba. Castro’s external policies, including a
greater involvement in the Caribbean, Central America,
and Africa, and Cuba’s increasingly close military rela-
tionship with the Soviet Union, caused the United
States to take stronger stands with the Castro govern-
ment. Under Presidential Directive 52, the United States
increased its economic aid and sale of military equip-
ment to allied countries in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean. Surveillance flights over Cuba, which had been
suspended, were resumed, and major military exercises
were scheduled for the US Naval Base at Guantanamo
Bay, Cuba. The priority of these actions had taken pre-
cedence over the emigration of political prisoners.6

The Cuban Analytic Center of the Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA) reported that as early as 21 Feb-
ruary 1980,

The State Department learned that discussions
about reopening (the port of) Camarioca were tak-
ing place within the Cuban government and that
Cuba wanted the United States to allow more
Cubans to migrate to the United States. The CIA
viewed this as confirmation of their earlier
warnings.”

Meetings were held with representatives of the
Cuban government in Washington and Havana, in
response to Castro’s speech and Cuba’s growing concern
about delays in the emigration of political prisoners.
Cuban diplomats were assured that the pace of emigra-
tion for political prisoners would increase under the new
Refugee Act of 1980. US diplomats excused the lack of
action against Cuban hijackers because of sympathetic
Jjuries in heavily Cuban-American South Florida. The
Cubans explained to the US diplomats that the Cama-
rioca threat was only a last resort, but that the United
States should appreciate the depths of Cuba’s feelings
on the two issues.®
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Persistent rumors in Miami about an impending
boatlift prompted the State Department’s Refugee Pro-
gram Bureau to call an interagency meeting* in Wash-
ington, DC, on 3 April 1980. The subject of the meeting
was, “What if Cuban President Fidel Castro suddenly
opens a Cuban port to mass emigration, as he did at
Camarioca in 1965?” On the agenda were the faltering
Cuban economy, the increase in the number of hijack-
ings and defections, CIA data, and Castro’s speech of
8 March. While the possibility of another Camarioca
existed, the consensus of the meeting was that it did not
appear imminent. Attendees agreed that the situation
required careful monitoring but, as yet, not enough con-
crete evidence was seen to justify sounding an alarm.
The new Refugee Act of 1980, effective 1 April, was seen
as a relief valve available to the Castro government.
The new statute provided for the United States to accep.
as many as 1,000 former political prisoners each month
for six months. Members of the group also expressed
concern that overt preparations for a migration might
help to precipitate one. The meeting concluded with an
agreement to draw up a contingency plan. The Federal
plan was in the first-draft stage when it was overtaken
by events in Cuba.?

Castro clearly desired to relieve internal pressures

in Cuba through some type of mass migration early in
1980. Advantages of another

Opportunity migration from Cuba were
Seized obvious: Easing housing short-
ages and unemployment prob-

lems, strengthening the Castro Revolution by removing
dissidents and potential troublemakers from the

* Attending the meeting in the fourth-floor conference room of the
State Department Annex were representatives of the Justice Depart-
ment, Coast Guard, Immigration and Naturalization Service, and
Department of Health and Human Services, and three State Depart-
ment experts on Cuban affairs and refugees.
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country, and it could cause Cubans who were unable to
“integrate” with the revolution to come forward and
identify themselves. As with the Camarioca “boatlift,”
when the people who couldn’t integrate with the revolu-
tion were known, the Cuban government could remove
them from their jobs in favor of more deserving revolu-
tionaries, give them special identity cards, and monitor
their activities. Castro also knew that further resistance
to the government would be abandoned once an applica-
tion was made to leave Cuba; persons would conform to
the rules, out of fear of jeopardizing their chances of
emigrating.10

As Castro struggled with the overcrowded Peruvian
Embassy and the negative publicity generated by the
evacuation flights to San Jose, he realized the situation
was an excellent opportunity to initiate another boatlift.
While the Cuban President had proclaimed the Peru-
vian Embassy crisis a bilateral problem between Cuba
and Peru, and the US President was making every
effort to limit US involvement, Castro knew he could
prey on the emotions of the large Cuban-American pop-
ulation to involve the United States. In his view, the US
Government had failed to respond to Cuba’s legitimate
requests concerning hijackings and political prisoners;
any difficulties caused to the United States would be
deserved.

With characteristic shrewdness, the Cuban leader
manipulated the emotions of the Cuban community in
the United States to put his migration plan into effect.
By opening the nearby port of Mariel and inviting mem-
bers of the “Cuban Overseas Community” to come to
Cuba by boat to pick up refugees from the Peruvian
Embassy and family members, he could circumvent US
Government controls. Castro knew he would be in con-
trol of any situation involving boats coming to Cuba; he
could use this situation to Cuba’s advantage.

Napoleon Vilaboa, a member of the executive coun-
cil of the controversial Cuban exile group, the “Commit-
tee of 75,” was in Havana at the time of the rush on the
Peruvian Embassy. The Committee of 75, also known as
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the “Dialogo Committee,” was established in 1978 to
negotiate with Castro for the release of political pris-
oners and opening Cuba for visits by exiles to see their
relatives. Castro reportedly was involved in selecting
members of the Committee of 75, which had maintained
communications with the Cuban government since the
197° negotiations. Other Cuban exile groups considered
many members of the Committee of 75 to be pro-
Castro. ™!

Vilaboa, who spent two years in a Cuban prison
after being captured at the Bay of Pigs, had taken part
in previous negotiations with Castro. On 12 April 1980,
he was told by high-ranking officials of the Cuban gov-
ernment during a meeting in Havana that Castro had
no objection to the refugees in the Peruvian Embassy
leaving Cuba. Vilaboa pointed out that the vast major-
ity of the refugees wanted to come to the United
States—a fact the Cubans certainly realized.!?

For Castro, Vilaboa and his committee represented
a more desirable alternative than the flights to Costa
Rica.

The first private attempt to provide direct relief for
the refugees in the Peruvian Embassy began on 11
April 1980. A Miami radio sta-
First tion broadcast a call for Ameri-
Boats cans to assemble with their
boats prepared to sail to Cuba to
take relief supplies for the people suffering in the Peru-
vian Embassy. Organizers hoped to pressure Castro into
taking more expeditious action to resolve the deplorable
situation at the Embassy. The plan called for boats to
sail to the limits of Cuban territorial waters, where they
undoubtedly would be met by Cuban Border Guard ves-
sels. Food and supplies would be transferred to the
Border Guard for delivery to the people in the Peruvian
Embassy. With members of the media aboard to cover
the event, organizers hoped publicity would stimulate
the Cuban government to resolve the Embassy crisis.
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Only nine boats arrived in Key West after encoun-
tering heavy weather enroute from Miami. Of these,
only one actually began the trip to Cuba on 14 April,
but heavy seas forced it to turn back. When State
Department officials learned of the boaters’ plans, they
tried to discourage them, warning that the action would
only complicate ongoing international negotiations.'*

American boats began the next organized effort
when Vilaboa confirmed to the “Committee of 75” from
Havana that the Cuban government would allow exile
boats to enter Mariel Harbor to pick up refugees from
the Peruvian Embassy-—and their own relatives. “When
I returned to Miami,” Vilaboa said, “We in the exile
community agreed that the refugees had to flee as
quickly as possible.” He put out a call for boats and
crews to sail to Cuba. In less than 24 hours, a flotilla of
42 privately owned boats was ready to sail from Florida
to Mariel !

In a separate effort, two lobster boats from Key
West, DOS HERMANOS and BLANCHE III, were the
first boats to actually reach Cuba, where they were wel-
comed by Cuban authorities and directed to the port of
Mariel, about 30 miles west of Havana.!5Vilaboa’s group
of boats, which sailed on Saturday, 19 April, ran into
bad weather and rough seas. The 24-foot LISA
MONICA sank near Sombrero Cay. When rescued, the
owner, Vincente Mejia, and crewman Enrique Sanbas-
tiani returned to Miami to prepare another boat to sail
to Cuba. After being scattered by the weather, boats
arrived at various points along Cuba’s northern coast;
the Vilaboa flotilla reassembled at Mariel. Rene Rodri-
quez, a member of the Cuban Communist Party Central
Committee, met with leaders of the group and
responded enthusiastically to the request to pick up ref-
ugees from the Embassy. He said relatives of people who
brought boats to Cuba also could leave. When Vilaboa
pointed out that an estimated 250,000 Cubans had
applied for exit visas, Rodriquez said, “If a million want
to go, then a million could leave.” A Radio Havana
broadcast confirmed the Cuban position: “Of course we
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will not receive them (the boats) with cannon fire. They
are coming in peace. We don’t mind that they take them
(refugees) away.” 6

The Cuban newspaper GRANMA reported the
departure of the first two American boats from Mariel:

On the morning of April 21, two Florida-based ves-
sels left the port of Mariel with 48 antisocial ele-
ments aboard. Today, April 22, a total of 11 vessels,
also from Florida, will be taking more than 300 of
those elements to the United States. That’s a good
pace!

“These vessels came to Cuba on their own and were
given a courteous welcome,” the article continued, in a
more conciliatory tone, and went on to say, “Their mas-
ters requested permission to take to the United States
several of the former guests of the Peruvian Embassy as
well as a number of relatives of residents in that coun-
try; permission was granted with pleasure.”’”

DOS HERMANOS and BLANCHE III returned to
Key West from Mariel on the night of 21 April 1980.
One of the boats broke down and was towed into the
harbor by a US Coast Guard cutter. The other boat
moored at the Stock Island pier in Key West, where an
excited group of Cuban-Americans greeted it. US
Customs Service inspectors interviewed the refugees,
who were released to the Key West Chamber of Com-
merce for the night. The next day, they were bussed to
Miami for processing. Domingo Galvan, a 44-year-old
Cuban exile, sailed with one of the lobster boats in
hopes of bringing back his relatives. The Cuban
authorities who welcomed the boats were “very friendly,
very friendly,” he said. “Just like Cubans. No guns.
They jumped on board and were very friendly.” The
boats brought back five family members and 37 refugees
from the Peruvian Embassy. Galvan told the Cuban
authorities that he would return for his brother as soon
as he could get a boat ready; the Cuban authorities
responded “fine.” ¥
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US Coast Guard Photo

JO MAR arrives alongside Pier BRAVO at Key West in April
1980 with some of the first refugees from Mariel.

Castro’s message to the Cuban exile community was
loud and clear: This is your chance to reunite your family.
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The State Department immediately warned that
anyone travelling to Cuba illegally to pick up relatives
would be committing a felony and be subject to arrest
and a fine. Few members of the Cuban exile community
took the warning seriously, and boats began to mobilize.
The exile community felt a sense of urgency—members
recalled how the Camarioca boatlift of 1965 had been
stopped as quickly as it had begun.

As Castro’s plan materialized, temporary facilities
were constructed for the refugees at Mariel, where they
waited to board the boats. Three
By Bus separate compounds were built,
To Mariel with high chain-link fences sep-
arating the categories of refu-
gees; varying levels of security were provided for each
compound. Existing buildings were used for processing
refugees and housing guards and immigration workers.
The refugees were provided with bare essentials—the
least facilities were for “undesirables” and former pris-
oners. Heavy open-sided canvas tents provided protec-
tion from sun and rain. The compounds were established
at a place called Mosquito, two and a half miles east of
the entrance to Mariel Harbor. From the compounds,
the refugees could see boats arriving from the United
States.

Delfin Hernandez lived with his family in his
father’s house in the Marinao suburb of Havana. He and
his father, a retired Cuban army surgeon, operated a
blacksmith business. Dr. Hernandez was quite elderly;
he had retired from the Army in 1954 after 33 years of
service. A respected member of the community, Dr. Her-
nandez enjoyed good relations with his neighbors
because of his profession and his prior military service.
Because of his age, the neighbors were tolerant of his
critical attitude toward Cuban communism—an attitude
he attributed to his many years in the military. Delfin,
47, was influenced by his father’s feelings and had been
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critical of communism from the time he was a boy. The
Hernandez family, however, performed a needed service
for the community with their blacksmith business, so
‘their dislike for the communist system generally was
overlooked. The quality of their work was appreciated
and respected by their customers. Some people in the
Cuban government, though, were not so tolerant,
resenting the independence of the Hernandez family
and the fact that they did not take part in revolutionary
activities.!®

When the boatlift began, the Cuban government
tasked local Committees for the Defense of the Revolu-
tion (CDRs) to identify “undesirables” who did not fully
support the Castro Revolution or were burdens on the
Cuban society. Representatives of the neighborhood
CDR told Delfin Hernandez that he was a bad influence
in the neighborhood because he had failed to “integrate”
with the Revolution—they wanted him to leave Cuba.
When he learned that he could take his wife and two
children with him, he agreed to leave. From that
moment on, everything happened very quickly for
Delfin: Committee representatives talked to him on Fri-
day afternoon, and at 2 a.m. Saturday, he and his family
were on a bus for Mariel. Delfin had difficulty saying
farewell to his father, realizing that he might never see
the old physician again. The driver of the bus told the
Hernandez family and other passengers to keep their
belongings with them. But when they arrived at Mariel,
their valuables were taken from them. The authorities
even took the papers on which the people had written
names and addresses of relatives and friends in the
United States. Some people smuggled this information
past the guards by attaching small pieces of paper to
their teeth. Delfin had expected their belongings to be
taken, so he had memorized the information needed to
contact family friends in the United States.

Delfin and his family spent little more than a day
in a fenced-in compound at Mosquito waiting for a boat.
In the compound, which guards and dogs continually
patrolled, cots were available for sleeping under canvas
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shelters, but the people had to wait in long lines for
small amounts of food and water. While the families
waited for their food, guards harassed them, calling
them “scum” and “traitors” and pushing them back in
line. Despite the large number of people, the lines were
very quiet. The guards and their dogs intimidated the
people, who were afraid to say anything.

Separate compounds were maintained for families,
prisoners, and “undesirables.” Mosquitoes and summer
heat made life miserable for the refugees, who tried to
sleep in the open tents. Delfin Hernandez was anxious
about the future—he worried about how he would sup-
port his family and wondered what would become of his
16-year-old son and his 12-year-old daughter. The Her-
nandez family was assigned to the yacht ROSEF for the
trip to Florida; 80 people were crowded onto the boat,
which was designed to safely hold about half that num-
ber. The yacht had been chartered by a woman who
came to Cuba to get her son. When she arrived at Mar-
iel, she learned that her son was in prison; authorities
told her that if she took the 80 people to the United
States, the Cuban government would release her son
later. Castro was anxious to have the boats return to
Mariel, so the authorities allowed only a few relatives to
leave, telling the boat crews to return for the remainder
later.

When the green-uniformed policeman came to Mer-
cedes Lopez’s apartment in Havana, 18 days had passed
since they left the Peruvian Embassy with their salvo-
conducto (safe-conduct) passes. The officer told the
Lopez family to get their things—the time had come for
them to leave. They followed him down the street for
five or six blocks while people shouted at them, calling
them “worms,” “lumpen,” and “traitors.” Finally, the
policeman stopped a passing car and ordered the driver
to take Mercedes and her family to a point several
blocks from the police station, where he was directed to
put them out of the car. As they neared the police sta-
tion, they could see groups of people waiting to harass
them. Fortunately, they knew the car’s driver, who took
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them closer to the police station than he should have.
When they got out of the old station wagon, the people
began throwing things at them and calling them names.
Mercedes was injured when a large rock struck her in
the back. At the police station, the Lopez family was put
on a bus with others from the Peruvian Embassy and
driven the 30 miles to Mariel. When they arrived at
Mosquito, the men and women were separated and
searched for money and valuables. The 40 pesos Mer-
cedes had brought with her to buy food for the family
was taken. The guards took all the jewelry, valuables,
and personal papers they could find.2

In the compound, the children slept in bunk beds
and the adults slept on the tent floor. They could see
other groups in separate compounds, but they were not
allowed to speak to them. Mercedes thought the guards
were stricter with the people from the Peruvian
Embassy than with others. She believed that one com-
pound contained families waiting for relatives to come
for them and another held convicts and “antisocials.”
For their dinner, the refugees in Mercedes’ compound
were given little boxes containing hard rice and pica-
dillo (a ground beef mixture). When her 17-year-old son
Mario was given the small box of food -~ his meal, he
dug under the fence and went to the oth.. compound to
get more food. Mercedes was afraid he would be caught
and not allowed to leave Cuba with his family. She was
so concerned about her children that she was unable to
sleep for the two days they waited.

When the time came for them to leave, they were
taken by bus to a former brick factory, where three
groups were brought together to be assigned to boats.
Each boat was assigned a small number of relatives, a
large number from the “represso mixture,” and some
from the Peruvian Embassy. The groups had to say they
were from the Peruvian Embassy when they got on the
boats, or they would not be allowed to leave Cuba.

University-educated Antero Fong had wanted to
leave Cuba for many years, but could not because he
was of military age and his father did not want him to




e - p——

130 1980 CUBAN BOATLIFT/LARZELERE

leave. By the time of the Peruvian Embassy incident,
Antero’s father had been dead for five years, and his
mother had no objection to his leaving. He considered
going to the Embassy for three days. But when he
finally made up his mind to go, the area was sealed off
with police barricades and he was turned back. When
the Cuban government started allowing people to leave
through the port of Mariel, he decided, with his mother’s
encouragement, to try again. Castro had announced
that people with police records could go to the police sta-
tion and ask to leave. While Antero did not have a
police record, he decided on 5 May to go to the police sta-
tion anyway and ask to leave. The police sent him back
to get a letter from the chairman of his neighborhood
Committee for the Defense of the Revolution explaining
why he should be sent out of Cuba. He told the chair-
man that he liked American ways and wanted to leave
Cuba because he did not participate in orientation or
volunteer work. She declared in a letter that he was a
danger to the Cuban society.*?!

That same day, Antero presented his letter to immi-
gration officials in the Marinao suburb of Havana,
where he filled out applications and had his picture
taken. Processing at the Immigration Office took almost
two hours and he didn’t finish until 6 p.m. He was given
five hours to say goodbye to his family; he was to be
back at the Immigration Office at 11 p.m. to board the
bus for Mariel. Antero took only the clothes he was
wearing. With him on the bus, which left Marinao for
Mosquito at 1 a.m., were 30 other men—all “undesir-
ables.” The bus took two hours to make the 30-mile trip
to the port. When it left the Immigration Office, the
security guard told the men to put their money in a con-
tainer. “You're just going to be searched when you get to
Mosquito,” the guard said, “and won'’t be allowed to keep
any money.”

* To support claims that refugees were “social dregs” and “undesir-
ables,” the Cuban government had the people sign papers declaring
themselves undesirables (un dross) as a condition for leaving Cuba.
These declarations complicated determinations by US officials con-
cerning the true composition of the refugee group.
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The night was very dark when the bus arrived and
Antero was nervous—he had no idea what was going to
happen. The men were taken to a large building, where
they were searched and had their valuables taken from
them. When Antero finished being processed, he was
put in a compound with the “antisocials.” The guards
would not allow them to talk to the people in the other
compounds. Antero’s fenced-in area had only two tents
for more than 2,000 people, so he stayed outside for
three days without shelter. He didn’t sleep for fear he
wouldn’t hear his name called: The refugees had been
told that if they did not answer when their names were
called, they would miss their chance to leave Cuba.

The food was bad. They were given a small cup of
yogurt and a small biscuit for breakfast, old hard rice
with pieces of hard-cooked eggs for lunch, and pressed
ham with rice or eggs with rice for dinner. Drinking
water came directly out of tank trucks that had been sit-
ting all day in the sun. They had to wait in long lines
for food, and if they got out of line, the guards used their
rifle butts to push them back. Guard dogs were always
present. No one had soap or water for washing the
whole time they waited.

Radio broadcasts from Havana invited Cuban exiles

in the United States to come to Mariel to pick up refu-
gees from the Peruvian Embassy

Mariel and relatives who wanted to
Harbor leave Cuba. Members of the
Cuban community flocked to

Key West with their own boats or bags of money to hire
or buy boats. As more boats carrying refugees returned
from Cuba, confirming the Castro government’s offer, a
steady stream of boats of all descriptions headed south
across the 100 miles of open seas. Mariel, an industrial
harbor area 27 miles west of Havana, gained notoriety
in 1962 as the port to which Soviet ships brought the
missiles that triggered the “Cuban Missile Crisis.” The
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old Cuban Naval Academy sat like a white castle on a
hill overlooking the harbor, and columns of white smoke
billowed out of the Mariei1 Cement Plant stacks.

During the early days of the 1980 Cuban Exodus,
Mariel was fairly well organized. A patrol boat from the
Cuban Border Guard met boats arriving at the harbor
entrance and escorted them to the dock. Cuban soldiers
searched them, checking identifications of boats and the
people on board, and issuing numbers to the boats, like
customers in a market. When a boat’s number was
called, a member of the crew gave the officials a list of
people the boat had come to get. Cuba set the rule for
passengers—one family member for every four other
passengers, to be designated by the Cuban government.
When the authorities were given the names of relatives,
they called Havana, where the people had an hour to get
to the pickup point for the bus to Mariel. If they could
not be located, they lost their opportunity to leave.
When a boat’s number was called again, it went to the
dock to pick up refugees.

The people in the boats in the harbor watched as
refugees, many with tears in their eyes, silently got out
of the yellow buses and into the boats. They all
appeared to be very frightened.

While the Cuban authorities directed the boats not
to use their radios. messages were still broadcast back
to Florida. Frustration and uncertainty were reported
among the waiting Cuban-Americans, who were hoping
to receive their relatives. The Cuban officials at Mariel
were friendly and cooperative, but the process was
extremely slow. By 25 April, 300 to 400 boats—from
steel-hulled fishing vessels and fancy yachts to sailboats
and speedboats—were in the harbor. Cuban boats con-
tinually cruised the harbor, taking pictures of all Amer-
ican boats. Overhead, Soviet-made helicopters
maintained aerial surveillance. No one was allowed to
leave the boats, even to go swimming. Over loud-
speakers, the patrol boat crews ordered, “Stay out of the
water. Get back to your boats. Don’t leave your boats.”
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AP Wide World Photos

Cuban soldier stands guard as a boat is loaded with refugees
in Mariel harbor, bound for the United States on 23 April 1980.

People watched from the flotilla as Cuban guards armed
with automatic weapons patrolled the shore line. At
night, searchlights probed the waters surrounding the
flotilla, making sure that no Cubans attempted to swim
to the boats nor boaters tried to reach the beach.

The atmosphere surrounding the flotilla was sub-
dued and cautious—no one wanted to antagonize the
Cuban authorities. Radio messages from Mariel
informed boats coming to the port that fuel and water
were available, but boaters were warned to bring
enough food for several days. As the Cuban officials only
processed about 20 boats a day, boaters waiting in the
harbor quickly ran out of food. They had expected to be
in port only a few hours before returning to Florida with
their relatives. Radio messages confirmed that less tha -
25 percent of the passengers a boat was allowed to take
could be family members. As the people waited on the
boats, the flotilla in Mariel harbor swelled to 1,500
boats by the end of April, and many more arrived each
day than left. Unprepared for the hundreds of boats that
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AP/Wide World Photos

Cuban boat patrols the flotilla of US boats assembled in Mariel
harbor on Saturday, 26 April 1980.

arrived, the capabilities of the Cuban immigration
authorities to process the vessels were quickly over-
whelmed. A Cuban ferryboat took Americans from their
boats to Havana. People on smaller boats without
accommodations stayed at the Triton Hotel in Havana
while they waited. The Cubans charged outrageous
prices for services and facilities.

Afraid he might run aground in the unfamiliar har-
bor, the captain of CALUSA, a large vessel, radioed for
help when he entered Mariel on the night of 25 April.
When the boat did indeed run aground, the Cuban gov-
ernment would not allow any of the larger shrimp boats
to help tow CALUSA free. Instead, authorities told the
master to raise $10,000 to pay a Cuban tug to refloat his
boat. The crew of CALUSA, going from boat to boat
throughout the flotilla, raised the money; if they hadn't,
as the captain later said, “this boat would be a Cuban
patrol boat.” The waiting boaters played cards and dom-
inoes, a popular Cuban game, drank, told stories, and
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Center for Cuban Studies

Boats from Florida are escorted in Mariel harbor by Cuban

patrol boats. Small pleasure craft were among the first to
arrive at the Cuban port.

listened for their boat names to be called. When the con-
trol boat called a name, the crew would get underway
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as quickly as possible and head for the dock, where the
refugees would board.

Cuban soldiers put the refugees through a littie rit-
ual before they got into the boats: They had to brush the
Cuban soil from their shoes before they left. Some of the
refugees, as they were leaving the harbor, carried out a
ritual of their own: They threw their shoes overboard.?

As the number of boats in the harbor grew, Cuban
officials no longer searched each arrival or even had
crews fill out forms and sign temporary visas. They had
enough difficulty just keeping track of boats as they
entered the harbor. Seeing an opportunity to earn
American dollars, two blue-topped Cuban government
turismo boats quickly appeared in the harbor to sell
goods to the boaters. Ham sandwiches cost $i one day,
83 the next, and $5 the day after that. A bottle of
Havana Club rum sold for $85. Water sold for more than
$3 a gallon, about the same as Cuban fuel. Some of the
skippers tried to organize a hoycott, sensing that the
Cubans would keep them in Mariel until they had
extracted all their money. The people on the boats were
so desperate for supplies, however, they continued to
pay whatever prices were asked.

Because the boaters were so isolated in Mariel Har-
bor, they did not mind paying $5 for a boat ride to the
dock and $20 to go by bus to Havana, where they were
allowed to wait for hours to make a phone call from the
Triton Hotel to the United States. An eight-minute
phone call to Miami cost as much as $63.%

As the days dragged on, tempers in the harbor
began to wear thin—particularly among the crews of
commercial boats chartered by families to pick up rela-
tives. Crews were tired of waiting and wanted to leave.
Families, however, were desperate to stay as long as
they had a chance to get their relatives. Finally, in the
first week of May, Cuban officials realized the situation
was beyond their capability to handle and authorized
boats to leave empty. When informed they could leave,
there was a mad scramble for the fuel pier, where boat-
ers bought fuel before starting back to Key West. By the
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second week of May, the Mariel flotilla looked like a
waterborne tent city; laundry fluttered in the breeze as
unshaved boaters waited dejectedly for something to
happen. Cuban cantina boats systematically made their
way through the flotilla, selling chicken dinners for $30
and other supplies at highly inflated prices. A baby was
born on one boat, and a man suffered a heart attack on
another.

As tension increased in the harbor, so did the
Cuban military presence—more armed guards appeared
on the shore and helicopters and patrol launches
increased. As the Cubans became better organized,
boats no longer were permitted to leave without a full
load of refugees. Authorities cracked down on reporters,
seizing cameras and film. Accreditations were withheld
and 12 journalists at the Triton Hotel in Havana were
forced to leave Cuba immediately. They were bussed to
Mariel and put on a refugee boat ready to leave. Boats
forced to leave without the relatives caused the biggest
disappointments of the Boatlift. Under contract, the
140-foot commercial vessel VIKING STARSHIP waited
in Mariel Harbor for a week; it was allowed to leave
only when the crew agreed to take 500 refugees, not one
of them a relative they had come for. “Few boats are
getting any relatives out,” said Captain Paul Forsberg
of VIKING STARSHIP. “1 didn’t see anybody hugging
and kissing at Mariel.”*®

On 14 May 1980, the US Coast Guard broadcast an
“Urgent Marine Information Broadcast” (UMIB) to the
US vessels. The UMIB, transmitted in English and
Spanish, said,

All US citizens in Cuban Ports and enroute Cuba
are advised to return to the U.S. at this time. The
U.S. will arrange alternative transportation for
Cuban citizens desiring to emigrate through an
organized sea lift that will ensure safe and orderly
t ansportation. Vessels not under charter or hire by
the U.S. government are subject to heavy fines and
and possible seizure if they transport Cuban cit-
izens in violation of U.S. Immigration Laws. All
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U.S. boats in Mariel and those enroute Cuba are
advised to return to the U.S. without delay. %

In response to US Government complaints about Cuban
activities at Mariel, and the broadcast directing the
boats in Mariel to return empty, the Castro government
stated in a front-page editorial in GRANMA, “If the
United States wants to assert its authority it should do
so in Florida because in Mariel it can’t do a thing.”*’

The situation in Mariel took on more ominous
dimensions as the would-be rescuers became virtual
prisoners in Mariel Harbor.
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Ours is a country of refugees. We'll continue to
provide an open heart and open arms to refu-
gees seeking freedom from Communist domina-
tion and from the economic deprivation brought
about by Fidel Castro and his government.

President Jimmy Carter
League of Women Voters, 5 May 1980

AM DENNIS SAT DOWN TO BREAKFAST in the kitchen of

his quarters in Key West on the morning of 23 April
1980. Commander of the Coast Guard’s Key West
Group, he was responsible for three rescue stations
along the Florida Keys, the 95-foot patrol cutter CAPE
YORK, and a Group Office and Operations Center in
Key West. A Lieutenant Commander, he was a rela-
tively junior officer to be given responsibility for one of
the Coast Guard’s busiest areas. Commercial fishing
and heavy recreational boating activity in the waters
surrounding the hundreds of islands of the Florida Keys
kept the Coast Guard Group’s 140 men and women
extremely busy with rescue work. Marine environmen-
tal protection efforts to keep the pristine waters of the
Keys free of pollution was another important mission.
In 1980, drug trafficking into South Florida was on the
increase, placing an additional burden on the Coast
Guard Group as it stepped up armed law enforcement
patrolling.'

141
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When LCDR Dennis glanced out his kitchen win-
dow, he noticed rows of boats on trailers lining up at the
public launching ramp—an exceptionally large number
for a Wednesday morning. Taking a closer look, he could
see the lines growing as more and more trailered boats
arrived. Even more unusual, the boats were not being
launched—the boaters were standing about in small
groups engaged in animated conversations. Dennis
called the Group duty office and asked, “What’s the
story on all the boats at the launching ramp?” The
young watch officer said he had heard about the boats
arriving but didn’t know why—he had no information
about a major fishing tournament or regatta. He
reported that Customs and local city officials and other
Federal agencies in Key West also wanted to know why
boats were lining up at other launching ramps as well.
The Monroe County Sheriff's Department reported boats
being trailered in a steady stream south through the
Keys, along the length of US Route 1.

Dennis reported the influx of boats to the Coast
Guard’s Seventh District Headquarters in Miami, and
learned Miami’s large Cuban-American community had
been rife with rumors for the past few days about Castro
letting families come to Cuba to pick up relatives. After
a great deal of talk about sailing for Cuba, the Cuban-
American community apparently had decided to do
more than talk. Dennis hurriedly left for the Group
office, anticipating a long and busy day.

Later the same day, 280 more refugees arrived by
boat at Key West from Cuba, and another 68 in Miami.
A Spanish-language radio sta-

The Exodus tion in Miami broadcast the
Begins news of the arrivals to the
Cuban-American community,

which was anxiously awaiting confirmation of rumors.
Castro was letting families leave Cuba, the station
announced, if their relatives would come to the island
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by boat to get them. The Coast Guard’s Miami Opera-
tion Center began receiving hundreds of phone calls
seeking advice on the trip to Cuba. The callers were
cautioned about the dangers of the 100-mile open-sea
voyage; they also were warned not to attempt to make
the trip unless their boats were of an adequate size,
“seaworthy,” and well equipped. The following routine
safety advice was provided:

¢ Guard against overloading because of the dangers
of rough seas.

® Take enough life preservers for everyone
expected to be on board.

® Have a radio on board in case calls for help have
to be made.

® File a “float plan” with family or friends, giving a
description of the boat, the route planned, and
emergency equipment on board. >

The US Customs Service in Miami also was deluged
with inquiries and hundreds of requests for Customs
clearances for overseas trips; these requests were rou-
tinely granted, consistent with past practices in Miami.
The agencies did not mean to imply that giving informa-
tion and granting overseas clearances would constitute
US Government permission to go to Cuba and bring
back undocumented aliens. However, information
passed by word of mouth, unclear media reports, and a
strong emotional desire helped strengthen the notion
that the US Government was granting permission, or,
at least, was looking the other way. A US State Depart-
meni announcement of 23 April was given little heed;
the statement said:

Those boat owners and captains who are taking
people out of Cuba and trying to land them in the
United States are playing into the hands of the
Cuban authorities.... While we are deeply sympa-
thetic with those in this country who want to expe-
dite the departure from Cuba of those who are
seeking freedom from Castro’s regime, we cannot
condone this procedure. The transportation of
undocumented persons to this country is contrary
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to US law and policy. It is a felony to bring to the
United States any alien not duly admitted by an
immigration officer and is punishable by penalties
of up to five years in prison, fines of $2,000, and the
forfeiture of the vessel.?

As more Cuban refugees arrived from Mariel, con-
firming the new position of the Cuban government, the
news rapidly spread among Cuban-Americans waiting
in Key West—Castro indeed was letting boats come to
Cuba to pick up relatives. A continuous parade of trail-
ered boats choked the two-lane highway leading to Key
West; boats waiting in line at ramps began to launch
and head for the open sea—and Cuba. Boats in the first
wave to leave from Key West generally were smaller
pleasure craft, designed for inshore use and not the
rigors of open seas. The seaworthiness of these boats
was questionable and the operators obviously were inex-
perienced. Many of the boats had no more than a small
magnetic compass for navigating the 100 miles to Mar-
iel. Larger, better-equipped boats were leaving for Cuba
directly from Miami.

A friend called Captain Ed Crusoe, Key West’s Har-
bor Pilot, to tell him Cuban-Americans from Miami had
been crowding into his marine supplies store all morn-
ing; they had bought out his entire stock of Gulf Stream
charts, along with all sorts of boating supplies. When he
put down the phone in his small waterfront office,
Crusoe walked to the door and looked across Key West
harbor. He saw dozens of small boats speeding down the
ship channel heading for the open sea. The boaters were
in festive moods, waving to each other from their small
open boats, which were ill fitted for the long journey.
Crusoe could see garbage cans in the stern sections of
some of the boats; he learned later the cans were filled
with gasoline. When no more portable fuel tanks could
be purchased in Key West, the boaters bought garbage
cans and filled them with fuel. Some of the boat opera-
tors were so unfamiliar with navigating that when they
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AP ‘Wide World Photos

Coast Guard Pilot R.R. Bowers rests against the wheel of a
C-131 transport aircraft at Key West Naval Air Station on
4 May 1980, after a surveillance flight. The pilot said he logged
more hours in the air during the past two weeks, patrolling the
Florida Straits during the Cuban Boatlift, than at any time
since his days in Vietnam.

reached the end of the ship channel they had to ask
other boats, “Which way to Cuba?”*

When Coast Guard Group Key West reported the
arrival of more refugees and the launching of many
boats, Rear Admiral Benedict L.

Initial Stabile, Coast Guard District
Response Commander in Miami, ordered
daily surveillance flights

between Key West and Cuba to monitor vessel activity.
Long-range C-131 aircraft from the Coast Guard’s Air
Station at Miami commenced patrols over the Florida
Straits to report boats in trouble and gather data for
evaluating the situation. In coordination with other
Federal agencies, the Coast Guard began transmitting
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Urgent Marine Information Broadcasts in English and
Spanish on 23 April, warning boat operators going to
Cuba to pick up passengers that they would be violating
US law, and that they could be arrested and fined, and
have their boats seized.?

The warnings did little to deter the boaters in the
emotional situation: Cuban-Americans were seizing the
opportunity to reunite their families after many years of
separation.

Group Commander Dennis directed Lieutenant
(junior grade) Jim Decker, commanding officer of the
95-foot Coast Guard Cutter CAPE YORK, to interrupt
his in-port maintenance period on Wednesday, reassem-
ble all equipment, and assume a “Bravo-Two” standby
status (ready to get underway within two hours of noti-
fication). Fortunately, a second cutter, CAPE SHOAL-
WATER, a sister ship of CAPE YORK, also was
available to the Group. The Seventh District had tem-
porarily assigned CAPE SHOALWATER to Key West
from Port Everglades, Fla., for offshore rescue coverage
during CAPE YORK’s maintenance period. With esca-
lating boating activity, the Group Commander antici-
pated both cutters would be needed for offshore rescue
work. CAPE YORK and her crew of 13 sailed on her
first rescue mission on the morning of Thursday, 24
April, and was underway continuously for the next sev-
eral weeks.®

By Thursday night, 24 April, 11 boats had safely
made the return crossing from Cuba, bringing more
than 700 refugees to Key West and Miami. Two Coast
Guard Medium Endurance Cutters of the 210-foot
RELIANCE class—DAUNTLESS (WMEC-624) and
DEPENDABLE (WMEC-626)—were diverted from drug
interdiction patrols in southern waters to the Straits of
Florida, between the Florida Keys and Cuba. While only
DEPENDABLE had an HH-52 helicopter embarked,
both ships had flight decks and were capable of operat-
ing with helicopters. The cutters were assigned to patrol
the transit route from Mariel to Key West and help ves-
sels in distress.”
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The 210-foot Medium Endurance Cutter DEPENDABLE
(WMEC-626) enters Key West for fuel and supplies during the
Cuban Boatlift operations.
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The 210-foot cutter DILIGENCE (WMEC-616) was
undergoing major mechanical work in her home port of
Key West when the refugees began to arrive. On Friday,
25 April, the District Headquarters ordered Commander
Homer Purdy, her commanding officer, to prepare the
1,000-ton ship to get underway. DILIGENCE’s engi-
neers returned the ship to a “ready for sea” status on
Saturday morning, but had not been able to complete
installation of a new evaporator; she sailed without the
ability to make fresh water, limiting her underway
endurance. In Key West, Purdy observed boats, operated
by Cuban-Americans, lined up to buy fuel from a local
marina Friday afternoon. The boaters paid for gas and
supplies with cash; they appeared to have large
amounts of money with them, anticipating the need for
hard currency in Cuba. A mounting sense of urgency
was felt as the boatlift picked up momentum. “At the
rate we’re going,” the attendant pumping gas told Com-
mander Purdy, “we’ll be out of gas by morning and
we’re not supposed to get any more until the first of the
month.” With all the rumors in Key West, crew mem-
bers of DILIGENCE were not surprised when they
received a message directing the ship to get underway
and help search for a boat loaded with refugees reported
in trouble off the coast of Cuba.®

By Friday afternoon, reports from Key West and
surveillance flights indicated the situation was out of
control, or nearly so. A quick review of available
resources revealed the High Endurance Cutters
DALLAS (WHEC-716), with a captain as commanding
officer, and INGHAM (WHEC-35) were undergoing
refresher training with the US Navy at Guantanamo
Bay, Cuba. As neither ship was assigned to the Seventh
District, an immediate request to the Coast Guard’s
Atlantic Area Commander for operational control of the
cutters was made and granted. The two vessels were
ordered to proceed to the waters between Cuba and Flor-
ida, where their presence would significantly improve
the Coast Guard’s capabilities afloat in the vicinity of
the transit route.®
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That same day, key members of the Seventh Dis-
trict staff who evaluated the situation prepared an oper-
ation order to mobilize resources needed for an
immediate response.

The 378-foot, 3,000-ton cutter DALLAS returned to
her moorings at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, on Friday
afternoon, 25 April 1980; a busy
At Sea week with the Fleet Training
Group had ended. The ship was
scheduled to tie up only long enough to debark the
Training Group “ship riders,” take on supplies and pas-
sengers, and depart for a well-deserved mid-training
two-day break at Montego Bay, Jamaica. As DALLAS
was making her final approach, her commanding officer,
Captain William J. Brogdon, Jr., saw the Coast Guard
liaison officer, Commander Michael B. Dunn, running
down the pier toward the ship. When the gangway went
over, Dunn headed straight for the bridge and reported
to Captain Brogdon that Commander Atlantic Area
would be ordering DALLAS and the 327-foot INGHAM
to get underway immediately for the Florida Straits,
and to CHOP (Change Operational Control) to Com-
mander Seventh Coast Guard District (CCGD7).!°

The only reason Commander Dunn could offer for
the immediate orders was sketchy information about a
big rescue operation near Key West, with lots of Cubans
involved.

Loading last-minute supplies when the message
was received from Commander Atlantic Area, DALLAS
and INGHAM were underway in less than 30 minutes.
The white cutters increased speed as they passed
Leeward Point, rising and falling gently to the north-
westerly swell of the open Caribbean. When DALLAS
secured from “Special Sea Detail,” Captain Brogdon told
the 175-man crew over the 1MC address system that the
rest of their training and their weekend R&R (rest and
recuperation) in Jamaica had been canceled. They had
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been ordered to waters south of Florida, he said, for a
rescue mission of undetermined length—he would keep
them informed. Onboard INGHAM, Commander Marty
Moynihan had his crew check all boats, deck equipment,
and medical supplies in preparation for rescue work. As
the ships turned north, through the Windward Passage
between Cuba and Haiti, Brogdon wondered why two
cutters would be ordered from Guantanamo Bay for a
rescue operation near Florida—surely closer cutters
were available. The ships made their turn on the light-
house at Cabo Maisi and steered northwest for the Old
Bahama Channel, the narrow passage between Cuba
and the Grand Bahama Bank. On Saturday morning,
the ship “rogered for” a message Operations Order
(CGD7 OPORD 30-80) directing DALLAS to assume
duties, on arrival in the operating area, as On Scene
Commander for all Coast Guard resources.

As DALLAS and INGHAM moved into position on
Sunday, 27 April, a fierce thunderstorm raged through
the Straits of Florida, spawning

Sunday squalls and winds of hurricane
Storm force. The storm wreaked havoc
among the boats heading for

Cuba, anchored in Mariel Harbor, and preparing to
leave Key West. The furious storm left scores of boats
capsized, disabled, or sinking. Coast Guard units at sea
and in Key West received hundreds of distress calls. The
Group Operation Center in Key West received 22 “May
Days” from vessels in serious trouble in a five-minute
period. Coast Guard cutters and helicopters responded
first to people clinging to capsized hulls and debris in
the water, or to boats filling with water and in danger of
sinking. Dozens of boats and yachts were abandoned as
Coast Guard units raced from one distressed vessel to
the next, pulling people out of the water or off the dis-
abled boats. Coast Guard crews were too busy saving
lives to worry about saving property. More than a dozen
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people reportedly died in the storm, while hundreds
more were saved from immediate danger. Surveillance
flights later sighted Cuban fishing boats towing aban-
doned vessels toward Cuba.!!

Earlier on that Sunday morning, CAPE YORK was
heading back to Key West with three disabled boats in
tow when the storm hit. The disabled boats, strung out
behind the cutter in a tandem tow, were between 16 and
26 feet long; four men were in the first boat, three in the
second, and four in the third. The barometer dropped
suddenly; the sky turned black and driving winds sent
sheets of rain beating against the hull and deckhouse of
the small cutter. Visibility dropped to zero and the cen-
ter of the radar glowed green with rain interference and
sea return, as the unpredicted frontal system ripped
through the area. The crew of CAPE YORK could do lit-
tle more than hold on as the captain tried in vain to
hold the vessel’s bow into the wind. The rains were so
heavy the men on watch in the pilot house could not see
the stern of the cutter, nor the boats in tow. The storm
lasted only 15 to 20 minutes, Lieutenant Decker esti-
mated, but the hurricane-force winds stirred up angry
eight- to ten-foot seas.!?

As the storm passed and the winds let up, the
CAPE YORK crew finally caught sight of the boats they
had been towing: The first boat had capsized and the
four men were clinging to the hull; the second boat was
low in the water and sinking; and the third boat and its
four-man crew were gone. The Boatswain’s Mate alertly
chopped the nylon tow line with a fire axe so CAPE
YORK could come about and rescue the men in the
water and search for survivors. With no sign of the
missing boat, people, or even debris, and a survivor from
the first boat suffering a heart attack, CAPE YORK
headed for Key West. As the cutter increased to full
speed, Decker alerted the Group of the medical
emergency and requested an ambulance at the pier.'?

Another Coast Guard patrol boat later found the
third boat from CAPE YORK’s tow; she was adrift with
her crew of four safely on board. The wind had broken
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A 95-foot Coast Guard Cutter heads for Key West with a string
of disabled boats in a tandem tow astern.

the boat free of the tow line, ripping t.ie cleat out of the
foredeck. Decker described the Sunday storm as the
most terrifying experience he had ever encountered at
sea. Captain Purdy agreed the Sunday storm truly was
frightening and his worst experience during the entire
Cuban operation. “So many people were in such bad
trouble in such a short time,” bhe said, “it was over-
whelming. There were continuous pleas for help on the
radio but no one could say where they were—they just
knew they were somewhere between Florida and Cuba
and they were sinking.” Peopie on some of the boats said
that they could see persons from other bets struggling
in the water, but couldn’t get to them because their
engines were dead. The storm caused confusiun and hys-
teria among the small boats transiting the Straits.
Radio circuits were so jammed with screams 1or help in
Spanish and English, they were virtually unusable. As
soon as the winds died down, the Coast Guard had every
available helicopter airborne. Fixed-wing aircraft
provided positions on capsized hulls and boats in trouble
to patrolling cutters.
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Admirai Stabile’s prompt action in concentrating
rescue resources in the area helped save many lives.
The immediate availability of so many Coast Guard cut-
ters and aircraft helped keep the death toll to a mini-
mum, in what easily could have been a major calamity.
According to aircraft sightings over the previous two
days, approximately 500 boats were at sea between Key
West and Mariel when the storm hit. The vicious storm
also took its toll in Mariel Harbor, where dozens of boats
were sunk or grounded as winds ravaged the
anchorages. In the storm’s wake, the tempo of rescue
work made accurate record keeping nearly impossible—
everyone was just too busy saving lives. At one point,
for example, the cutter INGHAM had five vessels in tow
and survivors of another four or five abandoned vessels
on board. As cutters removed people from abandoned,
capsized, and disabled vessels, crew members splashed
paint on the hulls so search aircraft could identify them
as derelicts, not new distress cases. DILIGENCE
returned to Key West with six boats in tow, escorting
two other boats with problems and transporting 23 sur-
vivors from still another vessel.'

Fortunately, when the storm struck, most boats
affected were enroute to Cuba and had not yet picked up
refugees. Limited communications with Cuba, however,
made accounting for boats underway for Cuba almost
impossible—no mechanism existed for confirming if a
boat had arrived safely at Mariel, or was lost at sea. The
fierce storm clearly had shown the potential for a major
maritime disaster, created by the Cuban-orchestrated
sea lift.

While the storm had been a sobering experience for
the rescuers, it did little to discourage the Cuban-Amer-
icaus from setting out for Mariel in small boats to bring
back family members. Nor did it keep the Castro gov-
ernment from encouraging small boats to sail to Mariel.
Surveillance aircraft reported few boats transiting to
Mariel the day after the storm. But by Tuesday. the
number of small boats transiting was back in the hun-
dreds. Coast Guard officials made immediate plans to
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send additional rescue units to the area, and initiated
talks with the Navy about augmentation with naval
assets.

On 2 May, more severe weather was predicted for
the Straits of Florida. The Seventh District sent a
TELEX message to the Cuban Border Guard, saying
“United States Weather Bureau reports a massive thun-
derstorm 200 miles West of Key West. The storm, with
strong winds and hail, will pass between Key West and
Havana in the next 6 to 10 hours. Strongly urge you
advise United States vessels in Mariel of storm and to
remain in port until storm passes.” As agreed in earlier
talks between the Coast Guard and the Cuban Border
Guard, Coast Guard messages were transmitted in Eng-
lish and Border Guard messages in Spanish.* Tne
Cuban reply, an indication of initial cooperation, was
translated as follows:

In relation to your TELEX dated 2 May 1980 at
1400 GMT |Greenwich Mean Time]. We inform you
that pertinent measures have been taken in the
Port of Mariel. I inform you that between 0615 and
0900 hours of today between 8 and 12 vessels have

* Negotiations between the US Coast Guard and the Cuban Border
Guard in Havana in 1978 and Washington in 1979 helped establish
a direct communications link between the Services of the two coun-
tries. TELEX messages, primarily concerning search and rescue
matters, routinely had been sent hetween Seventh Coast Guard Dis-
trict Headquarters in Miami and Border Guard Headquarters in
Havana before the Boatlift.

The link had proven to be extremely useful in determining if
overdue vessels or aircraft had been forced to land in Cuba because
of storms or mechanical difficulties, helping avoid extensive and
costly searches. The communications link also was used to inform
the Cubans of Coast Guard aircraft searching for distressed vessels
close to thie Cuban coast, avoiding intercepts by Cuban MIGs.

As a result of the Washington and Havana meetings, Coast
(GGuard aircraft had received authority to transit air corridors across
Cuba for rescue missions south of the island. As Chief of Search and
Rescue in Miami, the author participated in the negotiations and
served as an escort for the Cuban Delegation.
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Commanding Officer of the US Coast Guard Cutter DALLAS,
designated as On-Scene Commander, coordinated activities of
all Coast Guard cutters operating between Mariel and Key
West during the Cuban Exodus.

departed. Our units have been alerted for them to
help if it becomes necessary. We appreciate your
information.!”

Under the Seventh District’s Operations Order
(OPORD), DALLAS, with Captain Brogdon in com-
mand, assumed On-Scene Com-

Cutters mander (OSC) status when it
on Scene arrived on Sunday, 27 April, and
other cutters already on scene

immediately “chopped” to his control. The designation of
the senior cutter's commanding officer as OSC in a joint
operation was a routine procedure for Coast Guard
ships. As the cutters and aircraft finished up urgent res-
cue operations generated by the Sunday storm, Brogdon
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assessed resources for accomplishing his assigned mis-
sion of protecting boats transiting to and from Mariel.
Group Key West would handle operations in the inshore
areas along the Florida coast, and the captain of
DALLAS, as OSC, would be responsible for high-seas
search areas established by the District OPORD. These
search areas spanned the entire transit route up to 15
nautical miles from the Cuban coast. In addition to the
High Endurance Cutter INGHAM, Brogdon had three
210-foot medium endurance cutters, all helicopter-capa-
ble, on scene, with more enroute. !¢

While the United States did not recognize Cuba’s
claim to a 12-nautical-mile Territorial Sea, US Coast
Guard cutters routinely respected the zone and avoided
operating in contested waters. To lessen the probability
of confrontations with Cuban naval ships in the zeal-
ously guarded waters near Havana, the Coast Guard
District Commander added an additional three-nautical-
mile buffer, restricting nonemergency operations to
waters more than 15 nautical miles from Cuba. For
emergencies, the District Commander could have
authorized operations closer to Cuba.

Captain Brogdon deployed his forces for maximum
assistance to transiting vessels, with particular consid-
eration given to refugee vessels coming out of Cuba. His
first concern was knowing when and how many vessels
carrying refugees departed Mariel; names, descriptions,
and conditions of boats was important. Based on reports
from Key West, northbound boats were dangerously
overloaded. With good identification, their northward
progress could be monitored and air searches initiated if
they failed to arrive in Key West. The larger cutter
INGHAM was assigned a station 15 miles off the
entrance to Mariel Harbor to keep track of departing
boats, with instructions not to leave station for rescue
work except for emergencies. Smaller helicopter-capable
ships were strung out in stations along the transit
route, while DALLAS backed up the “Mariel Station.”
DALLAS’s capability to locate and identify transiting
vessels was greatly enhanced when she received an
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HH-52 helicopter on board on Monday, 28 April. At
night, the cutters spaced at intervals between Mariel
and Key West would energize their flashing blue law-
enforcement lights for the boats to steer to. Cutters
would give the transiting boats the course to follow to
the next ship. The cutters initially were directed to
assist the boats in making safe transits in either direc-
tion despite the publicized threats of seizures and fines
for making the trip to Cuba."’

The Cubans generally had the loaded boats leave
just before dawn, when winds were light and seas usu-
ally calm. Some boaters wondered if the Cuban govern-
ment arranged the pre-dawn departures so the
overloaded boats could be sent out unobserved, or if the
early sailings were for the safety of the vessels. Depend-
ing on speed and accuracy of navigation, the transit nor-
mally took from 12 to 16 hours. By leaving in the early
hours, most of the 100-mile journey was made in
daylight, when vessels in trouble could be located more
easily. Unfortunately, the boats usually were half way
across when winds would increase in early afternoon.
By late afternoon, seas would build and the overloaded
boats would have difficulty completing the journey. In
rougher waters, engines often would not operate prop-
erly and the vessels frequently became disabled, requir-
ing a tow the rest of the way to Key West."”

At the beginning of the 1980 Cuban Boatlift, Cuban
Navy SO-1-class patrol craft escorted the refugee boats
on their journies northward. The 138-foot Cuban ships
were zealous in not relinquishing their escort to Coast
Guard cutters until they had reached their destination,
the half-way point at Latitude 24° North. The Cubans,
especially in the beginning of the exodus, possibly were
afraid that the Coast Guard cutters would attempt to
turn the boats back to Cuba; aggressive actions may
have been intended to show their resolve. By 3 May, the
Coast Guard had increased the ships patrolling the off-
shore waters between Key West and Mariel to two high
endurance cutters and six 210-foot medium endurance
cutters. VIGOROUS had arrived on scene from New
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London, Connecticut, on 29 April, VALIANT from Gal-
veston, Texas, on 1 May, and VIGILANT from New
Bedford, Massachusetts, on 3 May; all three had helicop-
ters on board. A helicopter also had been assigned to
DAUNTLESS, one of the original cutters to respond.
The additional ships, with their 69-man crews, greatly
increased the Coast Guard’s ability to protect boats
using the transit route. By the end of the first week of
boatlift operations, 12,867 people had made the voyage
across the Florida Straits into the United States. The
Coast Guard had assisted 363 vessels—52 either had
sunk or had been abandoned. Only six fatalities had
been confirmed."

As the Cuban Exodus moved into high gear, Coast
Guard ships and crews faced a volume of rescue work
never before encountered. Thousands of boats were
attempting the voyage to Cuba, with hundreds becom-
ing lost or disabled, or sinking in the rough waters of
the open sea. The On-Scene Commander (OSC) had lit-
tle opportunity to meet with the commanding officers of
the newly assigned cutters and discuss the work to be
done. The only time a ship could be spared to leave its
station and go into port was when it had to take on fuel
or major supplies. Helicopters routinely delivered per-
sonnel and repair parts to the cutters.

To improve coordination among the cutters, and to
share lessons learned each day, Captain Brogdon initi-
ated a radio conference each evening on the Interna-
tional Search and Rescue frequency, 5680 KHZ. At
7 p.m., all cutters, Group Key West, and aviation sup-
port personnel would come up on the radio frequency.
The conferences proved extremely valuable. The units
discussed logistics requirements, improved methods for
towing, emergency medical procedures, and better res-
cue techniques. The vessels reported their operating sta-
tus and capability, and shared ideas for more effective
joint aviation and surface operations. The informal con-
ferences were in addition to daily message reports to the
OSC, who in turn submitted a nightly Summary Situa-
tion Report to the District Commander.?°
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US Coast Guard Photo

Boat loaded with Cuban refugees from Mariel heads across the
Straits of Florida.

During the second week of the Boatlift, with the
Coast Guard buildup in the Florida Straits and
increased operations close to

Cuban Cuba, the cutters experienced a
Forces series of low-level confrontations
Afloat with Cuban naval vessels. The

Cuban ships harassed the cut-
ters by “embarrassing” them into last-minute maneu-
vers in “meeting situations.” The Cubans would create a
situation, for example, in which a cutter would be the
“privileged” vessel, under the International Rules of the
Road, which govern the conduct of ships underway near
other ships. While having the right-of-way, the “priv-
ileged” vessel was strictly required to maintain a steady
course and speed. The Cuban ship, as the “burdened”
vessel, was obligated to maneuver and keep clear. The
Cuban vessel, however, would stay on a collision course
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US Coast Guard Photo

Soviet-built Cuban Navy missile patrol boat was photographed
from a US Coast Guard helicopter only 35 miles from Key West
on 29 April 1980, during the beginning of the Cuban Boatlift.

until the last minute, in an effort to make the US ship
maneuver and violate the rules. These displays of
Cuban machismo heightened tensions among the oper-
ating forces, and increased the potential for serious inci-
dents through misjudgments. At night, the Cubans
frequently shined searchlights at the pilot houses of
Coast Guard cutters, destroying the night vision of the
people on watch.?!

The incidents involving Cuban vessels were openly
discussed during the OSC’s evening conference calls,
which were broadcast in the clear on an international
frequency; monitoring by the Cubans was expected.
Captain Brogdon used the uncovered transmissons to
indirectly send messages to the Cubans, while providing
guidance to the ships’ commanding officers. He directed
the cutters to exercise discipline and not provoke inci-
dents, but nut to back down from intimidating maneu-
vers by Cuban vessels. They were to announce their
intentions on the radio in Spanish and adhere to the
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International Rules of the Road. The cutter COURA -
GEOUS experienced a Cuban provocation while drifting
in a southern sector close to Cuba. When she observed a
contact closing at a high rate of speed, the cutter took
up a course to clear the path of the approaching ship,
identified as a Cuban SO-1-class patrol vessel. The cut-
ter maintained a steady course as the Cuban ship
adjusted to keep on a collision course. The Cuban
refused to answer radio calls in Spanish on interna-
tional frequencies. Because of the threatening actions of
the Cuban ship and the uncertainty of its ultimate
intentions, COURAGEOQUS’s commanding officer, Com-
mander Al Miller, requested air cover from DALLAS.
Aircraft were scrambled from Homestead Air Force
Base south of Miami to support the cutter. As collision
became imminent, Miller backed his engines and turned
COURAGEOQOUS into the oncoming ship to present a
bow aspect to minimize damage if a collision occurred.
With that action, the Cuban ship backed down hard and
came dead in the water. The two ships sat bow to bow
facing each other. The Cuban ship then turned and left
the area.??

Inconsistent and irrational Cuban actions were
most perplexing. On 1 May, two Cuban MIG jet fighters
made passes on an unarmed Coast Guard twin-engine
C-131 search aircraft. The aircraft, number CG-5801,
was searching for a disabled boat reported adrift well
north of the Cuban coast. While the plane’s search pat-
tern took it into Cuban-controlled air space, the proper
international notification had been made through the
Federal Aviation Administration’s Miami Center with
Havana’s Air Traffic Center. After the two Cuban jets
“buzzed” the Coast Guard plane, it immediately cleared
the area. The danger of an incident between Cuban and
US forces was always present, as ships and planes from
both countries continued to work in close proximity.
While DALLAS frequently detected high-speed fighters
on her air-search radar, no incidents of Cuban jets har-
assing the armed Coast Guard cutters were reported.
Occasionally, however, DALLAS’s air-search radar was
“jammed.”?3
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The Navy was assigned on-scene responsibility for
rescue work in the northern half of the Florida Straits.
Navy ships and aircraft operated from the midpoint,
24° North, north to the coastal waters of Florida, and
Coast Guard units patrolled from 24° N south to the
coastal waters of Cuba. The assignment of respon-
sibilities lessened the likelihood of a potentially explo-
sive confrontation between US Navy ships and aircraft
and Cuban military units.

While the Cuban sea lift was in progress, a serious
incident occurred between Cuba and the Bahamas. In
an unusual display of armed might, two Cuban MIGs
attacked a Royal Bahamian Defense Force patrol boat
with rockets 400 miles east of Mariel on 11 May. The
Bahamian patrol boat FLAMINGO had seized a Cuban
fishing boat in Bahamian waters, and was towing it
toward Ragged Island, a small populated Bahamian
island, when the MIGs appeared. After a recognition
pass, the Cuban MIGs fired their rockets and sank the
patrol boat, killing many of the crew; survivors sailed
the Cuban fishing boat to Ragged Island.** Cuban planes
later provided cover as Cuban helicopters carrying
troops landed on Ragged Island in an effort to reclaim
the fishing boat. The attack was a blatant act of aggres-
sion by the Cuban government, and highly inconsistent
with Castro’s efforts to develop improved relations with
the black island nations of the Caribbean. The incident
caused considerable concern for the predictability of
Cuban military units confronted daily by Coast Guard
cutters and planes.

At the time of the Cuban attack on the Bahamian
patrol boat, Admiral John B. Hayes, Commandant of
the Coast Guard, and Rear Admiral Stabile, District
Commander, were in a Coast Guard helicopter enroute
to DALLAS, patrolling just north of Cuba. When the
pilot reported to Admiral Stabile that the District Oper-
ations Center had recalled the helicopter to Key West,
the Admiral said, “This better be important!” After the
Commandant and the District Commander were briefed
on the Cuban attack on the Bahamian patrol boat, and
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reviewed the implications, the admirals continued their
flight to DALLAS without incident.

In the wake of the FLAMINGO sinking, Bahamian
government officials appealed to the Coast Guard to
search for survivors from their patrol boat, because no
Bahamian search resources were available in the
Ragged Island area. An H-3 helicopter was dispatched
from the Coast Guard Air Station at Borenquin, Puerto
Rico. While the helicopter was conducting a low-level
search (200 feet) for persons in the water, a Cuban MIG
suddenly swooped below the helo from aft. Cutting in its
afterburners, the MIG pulled up directly in front of the
helicopter; the two startled pilots struggled to bring the
shuddering helicopter under control in the jet’s violent
turbulence. Fortunately, a US Navy destroyer was tran-
siting the Old Bahama Channel not far away. The
unarmed Coast Guard helicopter made a dash for the
Navy ship and went into a low hover over her fantail
until the two MIGs returned to Cuba. The search for
FLAMINGO survivors was terminated, and the helo
landed at Mathewtown, Great Inagua Island, to check
for damage before returning to Puerto Rico. Cuban For-
eign Minister Isideoro Malmierca expressed regrets for
the actions of the Cuban planes in an oral apology on 15
May to Wayne S. Smith of the US Interests Section in
Havana. The Cuban Foreign Minister promised that
such incidents would not happen again.?

Three Cuban SO-1-class ships, numbers 256, 308,
and 311, frequently were seen patrolling the transit
route south of Latitude 24° North, along with several
Spanish-built “F”-class steel-hulled, 90-feet-long Cuban
fishing trawlers. The ships apparently were stationed
along the route from Mariel to Key West to help refugee
boats on their northern transit. Two larger Cuban ships
also frequently were involved in the Boatlift—LAS
MERCEDES and TUMA. Both looked like coastal
freighters, 200- to 300-feet long, but obviously were
“public vessels” of the Cuban government. TUMA, the
older of the two, appeared to be in charge of Cuban at-
sea operations. At first, the Cuban ships, including mis-
sile patrol boats, occasionally approached Florida, but
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later they stayed generally south of Latitude 24° North.
Cutters patrolling closer to the Cuban coast frequently
saw Soviet-built Cuban Zhuk-class fast patrol boats,
about 75 feet long. Approaching DALLAS with a boat in
tow on 4 May, TUMA called on 2182 KHZ, the interna-
tional distress and calling frequency. She asked in per-
fect English for DALLAS to accept the tow. DALLAS’s
captain expressed his appreciation to the Cubans, hop-
ing the action might be a signal of improved
cooperation.

Cuban ships, though rarely armed Cuban naval
vessels, were very cooperative on other occasions. Com-
mander Miller reported that one night, as COURA-
GEOQUS drifted in a southern area, she was approached
by an “F”-class Cuban trawler with a disabled boat in
tow. The trawler, in a superb display of ship handling,
passed close under the stern of COURAGEOUS, coming
up on the port side. At the precisely correct second, the
trawler cast off the shortened tow, enabling the disabled
boat to come dead in the water a few feet from the hull
of COURAGEOQOUS. The Boatswain’s Mate on the cut-
ter’s deck merely had to hand bow and stern lines to
people on the boat. The Cuban skipper waved from the
dimly lighted pilot house as the trawler passed close
aboard down the cutter’s starboard side, from bow to
stern, and disappeared into the night.?¢

The crew of DALLAS was surprised to see displays
of friendship between the crew of one of the larger
Cuban trawlers and refugees from a disabled boat. A
patrolling helicopter from DALLAS spotted the trawler,
with the disabled boat alongside; when the helicopter
was recovered, the cutter proceeded to the position of
the drifting trawler. DALLAS slowly approached the
Cuban ship, attempting to communicate by radio. The
radio calls went unanswered, but activity was observed
on board the trawler. The refugees from the disabled
boat, including women and children, were being assisted
back into the boat. Coast Guardsmen watching the oper-
ation through binoculars from the bridge of DALLAS
could see the refugees shaking hands with the trawler
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crew and exchanging friendly farewells. The Cuban
crewmen gently handed small children down to the
waiting arms of people on the boat, and also handed
down small packages, possibly food, to the refugees.
Much waving was seen as the refugee boat was cast
adrift, to be taken in tow by one of DALLAS’s small
boats. No animosity was seen between the crew of the
Cuban vessel and the refugees, who were forsaking
their homeland. Members of the trawler’s crew possibly
would have been happy to join the refugees, if not for
their families back in Cuba.?

On the night of 24 May, the Coast Guard Cutter
ACUSHNET, commanded by Commander Gary Nelson,
was drifting on station off the Cuban coast when a
Cuban SO-1-class ship, Number 308, began to circle
close aboard, shining a searchlight into the cutter’s
darkened wheelhouse. ACUSHNET’s commanding
officer was protesting the action of the Cuban ship on
the radio, when the radar operator picked up a second
surface contact closing, and then a third; Nelson
requested support from the Squadron Commander. Dis-
patching COURAGEQUS, the closest cutter, Brogdon
got DALLAS underway herself at full speed toward
ACUSHNET, and called for US air support. With COU -
RAGEQOUS and DALLAS converging on the scene, the
Cuban ships broke off their harassing tactics and
departed the area. COURAGEOUS and DALLAS con-
tinued to patrol the southern sector with ACUSHNET .28

Whether the harassing tactics of the Cubans would
have resulted in open conflict if US forces had not
backed up the units is difficult to say. The provocative
Cuban actions may well have been a reflection of the
heightened anti-American propaganda campaign Castro
was waging at the time of the exodus. The Cuban gov-
ernment was using newspapers, Radio Havana. and
local Committees for the Defense of the Revolution to
stir up hatred toward the refugees and the United
States. The threatening actions at sea. possibly the acts
of individual ship commanders, were dangerous and
could not be taken lightly. The inconsistencies in the
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U'S Const Goard Phota

Coast Guard HH-52A helicopter lifts off from the flight deck of
a medium endurance cutter. The versatile single-engine
amphibious helicopters were used for both rescue and law
enforcement work during the Cuban Boatlift.
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Cuban actions were unnerving, and the irrationality of
the Cuban attack on the Bahamian patrol vessel was
not easily forgotten.

COURAGEOUS was patrolling 30 miles north of
Havana early on the morning of 17 May. At 7:30 a.m.
her helicopter was launched for
OLO YUMI a possible medical evacuation
Tragedy mission; the cutter had
received a report that a refugee
on board a northbound vessel had suffered a serious
head injury. The helicopter flew to the rcported position
but was unable to locate a boat of the description given.
Unable to confirm the report or the position, COURA -
GEOUS directed the helo to search the area and. if the
vessel was not located, to return to the ship, surveilling
northbound boats enroute. After an unsuccessful “sector
search” about the reported position, the helicopter
started back to the ship, checking the loaded refugee
boats along the way.*

“Flight Quarters” were set on board COURA-
GEOUS when the helicopter was sighted a few miles
out. The flight-deck crew was adjusting “tie downs” and
the Helicopter Control Officer was getting ready to start
the landing checklist, when the pilot suddenly inter-
rupted the routine. “Just a minute,” he radioed. “I want
to take a look at something in the water over here. I'l]
get right back to you.” The pilot’s next terse transmis-
sion said, “People in the water—a partially submerged
boat. I'm going down to assist.” The helmsman put the
rudder hard over and COURAGEOUS heeled to star-
board as she increased to full speed on a course for the
hovering helicopter. The pilot’s voice sounded over the
speaker again: “I need assistance. There are many peo-
ple in the water. I will hoist as many as I can.” The crew
of COURAGEQUS went to rescue stations at 0830."

Enroute, COURAGEOUS alerted VIGOROUS in
the next station of the situation and requested
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assistance. When COURAGEOQOUS arrived “on scene,”
the crew observed a terrible sight: Dozens of people were
struggling to stay afloat among drifting debris, oil, and
face-down bodies. Survivors, many without life pre-
servers, were clinging to flotsam and each other, crying
and screaming for help. The bow of the capsized OLO
YUMI was just visible above the surface of the blue-
green water—and then it was gone. COURAGEOUS
launched its two 26-foot motor-surf boats and, dropping
rescue nets from the rail, began recovering survivors.
Swimmers helped survivors struggle up the side of the
ship. COURAGEOUS’s commanding officer requested
medical assistance from his Squadron Commodore on
board DALLAS. Helicopters from COURAGEQUS and
VIGORNDUS shuttled the more seriously injured sur-
vivors to USS SAIPAN (LHA-2), on station only 40 nau-
tical miles to the north with a complete medical team on
board.

A 210-toot medium endurance cutter, transiting the
long narrow Key West ship channel enroute to a port
call for fuel and supplies, overheard the distress traffic
from COURAGEOUS. The cutter’s crew immediately
went to flight quarters and launched the embarked heli-
copter while the ship continued to navigate the narrow
channel. After covering more than 50 miles of open
water at maximum speed, the helicopter arrived on
scene in time to assist in the rescue and transportation
of surviving refugees. !

Cuban guards had loaded OLO YUMI, a 35-foot
pleasure craft, with refugees from the Peruvian
Embassy in the pre-dawn hours of 17 May. Cuban
authorities sent the boat out of Mariel Harbor over-
loaded with 52 people; the boat contained life jackets for
only half the pas