
A REVOLUTION BETRAYED
The Caribbean nation of Cuba entered 1959 in a state of relief, hope, and fes-
tivity. Fulgencio Batista, the former military man and president who had dis-
rupted the constitutional order when he launched his successful coup d’état 
in March 1952 and subsequently established a political dictatorship, had fled 
the country on New Year’s Eve. Numerous groups, ranging from Cuba’s dem-
ocratic political parties to student organizations, had played a major role in his 
ouster. Of all the groups, however, the 26th of July Movement was the largest 
and most popular. Led by Fidel Castro, a dynamic former student radical and 
lawyer, the 26th of July had launched a campaign that included guerrilla war-
fare and urban sabotage. Castro and his rebels, wearing their trademark beards 
and military fatigues, arrived in Havana in early January and assumed control.
 Cuba had achieved a relatively high standard of living by 1959. It consis-
tently ranked at or near the top among American nations in all standard-of-liv-
ing indicators. It had a large middle class, which comprised one-fourth to 
one-third of the population. Cuba’s tight economic ties to the United States 
translated into equally strong cultural ones. Yet the political corruption that 
had become commonplace in Cuba caused a deep sense of frustration among 
many in the population. It was commonly believed that the country had not 
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yet reached its social and economic potential because of its political difficul-
ties. The level of poverty—especially in the countryside and certain parts of 
the cities—was viewed likewise as a major problem, as was the gap between 
black and white. The revolution, in large measure composed of people from 
the professional and middle classes and supported by all classes, promised to 
remedy the island’s woes. A number of leaders who shared power with the 
26th of July in Castro’s early governments held democratic, liberal principles; 
many of them had fought dictatorship in Cuba even before Batista.
 Fidel Castro’s true intentions, however, started to become clear as early as 
1959. Whether he was a genuine Communist or a political opportunist is an 
open question, but even before Batista’s ouster the 26th of July Movement had 
started cooperating with the island’s Communist Party—although the Com-
munists earlier had dismissed Castro’s movement. Ernesto “Ché” Guevara 
and Raul Castro, Fidel’s brother, had close contacts with the Communists 
and may have been responsible for the early ties. Whatever the circumstanc-
es, both supporters and opponents of the revolution began taking notice of 
the large number of Communists assigned to powerful, high-level positions 
within the first few months after Castro took over. A number of Cubans, 
including revolutionaries, condemned this. As the trend continued, people 
whose reformist ideals included an adherence to constitutional democracy 
turned against Castro, and many entered the opposition.
 Besides the rise of Communists, other key events in 1959 alerted many 
Cubans to the totalitarianism that was to come. Among the numerous trials 
of Batista officials during the revolution’s first few months (many of which 
were carried out in front of boisterous crowds and were devoid of all legality 
and procedure), forty-four former air force pilots stood accused of war crimes 
in the city of Santiago. The court acquitted them, but they were not released. 
Castro then ordered a new trial with a court composed of committed follow-
ers; this court, not surprisingly, found the pilots guilty.1 Such an undermining 
of the rule of law—whatever the truth behind the pilots’ actions—soured 
many people on Castro. Later that year, Huber Matos, a 26th of July com-
mander and the military governor of Camagüey Province, was arrested for  
his criticism of Castro’s inclusion of Communists in the government. Mean-
while, the liberals were purged systematically from the cabinet. The most 
prominent was Manuel Urrutia, the provisional government’s president, who 
was ousted in July for publicly criticizing Communism.
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 By 1960, it became clear the Castro regime was not going to fulfill the 
promises of the revolution. Instead it launched what amounted to a second 
revolution: the establishment of a totalitarian Communist police state per-
sonified by Fidel Castro. In the months to come, freedom of the press was 
destroyed, non-Castro political movements were brutally suppressed, and the 
right to a writ of habeas corpus (reinstated at one point by the revolution) 
was withdrawn. Also shut down or revolutionized were Cuba’s universities, 
professional organizations, and labor unions. By mid-1960, all of the liberal 
ministers had been purged from the cabinet, and a number of foreign and 
domestic businesses had been seized. The promised elections were replaced 
by an “¿Elecciones para qué?” [Elections, what for?] campaign. The regime’s 
takeover of Cuba’s entire institutional structure would make the imposition 
of a totalitarian state all the easier in the years to come. Neither Batista nor 
any other dictator in the region had ever established such complete control. 
Meanwhile, political prisons were being packed with thousands of real and 
imagined opponents, and executions had become part of the daily political 
landscape.
 Castro’s public anti-American rhetoric also had increased. In February 
1960, a visit to Cuba by Soviet Deputy Premier Anastas Mikoyan prompted 
protests from students opposed to Communism. The economic arrangements 
made with the Soviet Union now made it clear to students and nonstudents 
alike that the Castro government was guiding Cuba into the Soviet camp. 
There were also threats to shut down Cuba’s public and private schools and 
to replace them with schools that fostered the values of the new regime. This 
ultimately occurred in 1961. By then, the government had created highly reg-
imented and Communist doctrine–oriented youth groups as well as similar 
militarized mass organizations that the public was expected to join.2 The 
regime also launched an antireligious campaign on the island and soon there-
after deported thousands of priests, nuns, ministers, and other clergy. Another 
campaign was begun to discredit the island’s middle and upper classes in an 
effort to ignite class warfare.
 The adoration much of the population had for Castro and his seemingly 
hypnotic hold over a large enough sector of the population gave him the back-
ing he needed to carry out his programs. (Whether his backers truly consti-
tuted an electoral majority at any point shall never be known, as his rule was 
never validated through a democratic election.) In addition to his own inner  
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circle and bureaucratic puppets, Castro’s frontline fighters included the Com-
mittees for the Defense of the Revolution (the regime’s neighborhood watch-
dog groups), an armed militia, the G.2 (secret police), revolutionary mobs, and 
the rebel army.
 A number of groups sprang up to oppose the regime’s attempt to make 
Cuba a Communist nation. Among their ranks were many individuals who 
had been part of the revolution or, like most of the country, had at least been 
sympathetic to its initially stated aims. Many of them had participated in Ba-
tista’s overthrow and had organized against Castro because they were horrified 
by what they saw as a betrayal of the revolution. The variety grew each day 
and included small and large university-based organizations, groups tied to 
the old democratic political parties, associations that included former Castro 
supporters, and numerous others. Catholic Church–oriented groups, strong 
early supporters of the revolution, also became active against Castro. Perhaps 
the greatest threat to Castro during this period was the guerrilla war that had 
been launched against him in the Escambray Mountains.
 The U.S. government had also grown wary of Castro. At first it had support-
ed the revolution by cutting off Batista militarily in 1958 and later by granting 
quick recognition to the new government. Nevertheless, it was not long before 
it became clear that Castro was no friend to the United States, as evidenced 
by his hostile rhetoric and, later, the seizure of American property. Further-
more, that he would create a Soviet base only ninety miles from U.S. shores 
was unacceptable and represented a genuine threat to national security. As 
Castro strengthened his hold over Cuba, it also became obvious that he was 
keen on casting the United States in the role of the villain. Not only would 
following such a course of action endear Castro to the Soviet Union, but a 
U.S. threat to the revolution would give him justification for his aggression 
against the domestic opposition as well as his other repressive social mea-
sures.3 Suspicious bombing raids launched from Florida, undoubtedly by his 
opponents and likely supported by the CIA, only gave him more ammunition 
in the propaganda war. In fact, the raids were so effective in strengthening the 
resolve of his loyalists and demonizing the United States that it appears the 
regime itself organized some of the flights.4

 The United States nevertheless sought a rapprochement with Castro in 
January 1960, using the Argentine ambassador as an intermediary.5 At the 
same time, the White House allowed the CIA to prepare a contingency plan 
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aimed at ousting Castro. Although the first rapprochement effort failed, an-
other attempt was made in March through the last liberal minister on Castro’s 
cabinet, Finance Minister Rufo López Fresquet. It was rejected by Castro, 
and López Fresquet resigned.6 On the same day, Eisenhower approved the 
CIA’s plan. Still searching for a nonmilitary solution, however, the president 
suspended Cuba’s sugar quota in July 1960, in an attempt to pressure Castro. 
This act often has been identified as one of the most pivotal events that helped 
drive Castro into the Soviet camp. However, the die had been cast: Castro’s 
intention of making Cuba a Communist state aligned to the Soviet Union, 
as evidenced by his actions, was clear to many in Cuba and the United States 
long before the cut in the sugar quota was even contemplated. Historian and 
Kennedy advisor Arthur Schlesinger did not subscribe to the idea that the 
United States somehow pushed Castro into the arms of Moscow: “It was not 
until July 1960, long after Castro had effected the substantial communization 
of the government, army, and labor movement and had negotiated economic 
agreements with Russia and China, that the United States took public retalia-
tory action of a major sort. The suspension of the balance of Cuba’s 1960 sugar 
quota (that same quota which Guevara had already denounced in March as 
‘economic slavery’) was the conclusion, and not the cause, of Castro’s hos-
tility.”7 In January 1961, the United States broke off diplomatic relations with 
Cuba.
 In Cuba, life had become impossible for Castro opponents. The very act of 
organizing a dissenting political organization was unlawful, and being caught 
meant facing a very real threat of imprisonment or execution. Because there 
were no legal, constitutional outlets for the opposition, any group pitting it-
self against Castro had to do so clandestinely and at great risk. As the regime 
increased its control over the population and launched effective counterintel-
ligence efforts, any likelihood that such groups would succeed diminished. As  
a result, many Castro opponents went overseas to continue the fight from 
abroad. The majority found themselves in neighboring Miami, Florida.
 At the same time, large numbers of Cuban refugees began arriving in Mi-
ami. Unlike the relatively small wave in early 1959, this group was fleeing not 
because of Batista’s ouster but because of Castro’s imposition of a Marxist 
state. The composition of the Cuban exile community was severely altered; it 
now consisted overwhelmingly of people with no ties to the former dictator. 
A disproportionate number were part of Cuba’s educated middle and upper 
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classes. Among the exiled political leaders who arrived in Miami in late 1959 
and 1960 were men who had been opponents of Batista and later, after his 
true motives were revealed, Fidel Castro. A number of them were well-known 
statesmen who had left organizations in Cuba that were secretly conspiring 
against the government. In 1960 the U.S. government entered into a partner-
ship with a coalition created from those leaders, who were later organized 
as the provisional Cuban government that was to be landed in Cuba and 
recognized by the United States.
 An exile army, made up largely of young idealistic men from the exile 
community, likewise was assembled. Its objective ultimately became to seize 
and protect a beachhead from which the provisional democratic government 
could operate. The overall goal was to overthrow Castro and to reinstate the 
popular, progressive, and democratic constitution of 1940. The exile army was 
mostly recruited in Miami, trained in Central America, and landed on April 
17, 1961, in the Bay of Pigs area on Cuba’s southern shore. The small force, 
which took the name Brigade 2506, was a diverse group comprising all sectors 
of Cuban society. Students, workers, former Castro supporters, former army 
personnel, professionals, the rich, the poor, and the middle class all came to-
gether with the single unifying goal of ridding Cuba of Communist rule. Due 
in large part to decisions made in Washington shortly before the invasion, the 
Brigade was routed, captured, and imprisoned by Castro forces.
 The invasion was nevertheless pivotal for the history of Cuba and its peo-
ple, as it helped Fidel Castro consolidate his power and marked the true 
beginning of Communist rule on the island. And, as a result of the invasion’s 
failure, the United States was faced not only with a Soviet base in the Carib-
bean but with over four decades of having Cuban refugees arrive on its shores. 
Among the approximately two million people in the Cuban exile community 
in the United States, the small group of men who made up Brigade 2506—al-
though largely ignored by Americans—have always enjoyed the highest levels 
of respect and reverence.




