
Introduction

In March 1962, the Miami Herald broke the dramatic story: eight thousand 
Cuban children had been “saved from Castro brainwashing.”1 Described as 
“[l]onely and often frightened without their parents,” the young refugees 
had been cared for by church groups and local welfare agencies, funded by 
the U.S. government. Their flight from Cuba was reported to have been or-
ganized by a young Miami priest, Father Bryan O. Walsh, director of the 
modest Catholic Welfare Bureau.2

 In what was quaintly dubbed Operation Pedro (or Peter) Pan, fourteen 
thousand Cuban children were airlifted to Miami over twenty-two months 
from December 1960 to October 1962. Although all the young “Pedro Pans” 
(as they were christened in the United States) were intensely aware of being 
caught up in the revolutionary hurricane that swept the island of Cuba after 
the 1959 revolution, few realized they were actually part of an organized ef-
fort to “rescue” them.3 They left behind a country undergoing a profound 
social transformation that generated excitement and optimism in many  
Cubans and confusion, anger, and fear in others.
 It was a “very scary time,” remembered Alex López, who left as a twelve-
year-old Pedro Pan in July 1962; his parents, like many others, believed they 
were acting in their son’s best interests and that he would attend a presti-
gious, church-run U.S. boarding school.4 “Ay! Dios mío!” said his mother, “I 
was so afraid that [the revolutionary government] was going to take my son 
from me . . .”5 For Rosa Otero, “it was like a cloud that enveloped all of us. 
We actually never knew what was happening. The only thing they said was 
that we [children] had to go.” Her parents told her that it was going to be like 
in biblical times, when King Herod gathered up the children for slaughter.6
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 “It [became] like a chain reaction,” one exile recalled: “One mother 
would say, ‘I’m sending my son [out of the country],’ and the other one 
would say, ‘Me, too!’ Anyway, they thought it was only for a short time until 
the Americans got rid of Fidel Castro. I don’t think they would have sent 
their children away if they had thought it was going to be for such a long 
time. But they [believed] it would only be for a few months and that the 
priests [in Miami] would take care of their children.”7

 Young Raquel, who remained in Cuba, watched in amazement as her 
school friends and neighbors “disappeared” to the North, “as if by magic.” 
She realized her world was now “split in two irreconcilable halves: before 
and now, there [Miami] and here [Cuba], ‘worms’ and revolutionaries, trai-
tors and patriots, Catholics and Communists. Both halves tugged at our 
hearts, dividing our emotions, our friends, our families, and above all else, 
forcing us to decide.”8

 What was behind this unprecedented mass exodus of Cuban children 
is still highly contested. In Cuba, even though no one was ever arrested 
or charged for having organized the evacuation scheme, the story is often 
recounted as one of a mass kidnapping of the nation’s smallest citizens.9 On 
the other hand, the story of Operation Pedro Pan has served ideologically 
to bolster Washington’s belligerent policy toward revolutionary Cuba for 
well over half a century. When U.S. president Donald Trump announced 
in June 2017 that he was “canceling” his predecessor Barack Obama’s Cuba 
policy, he made special mention of “Operation Peter Pan” as evidence of 
what he stressed was the “brutal nature of the Castro regime.”10 In doing 
so, President Trump was simply reiterating what has become the ortho-
dox view of the “rescue” project in the United States: that organizers of 
the airlift simply responded to Cuban parents’ desperation to prevent the 
“communist indoctrination” of their children and “defend” the Cuban fam-
ily that was said to be under threat from the revolutionary government.11

 Operation Pedro Pan and the Exodus of Cuba’s Children interrogates both 
views and suggests that a multitude of complex factors drove the children’s 
flight, unpacking the various renditions of this story generated on different 
sides of the Florida Straits as a tale of triumph or tragedy, rescue or kid-
nap, salvation or sacrifice. Furthermore, an examination of what propelled a 
generation of young Cubans on such divergent paths can offer a deeper un-
derstanding of the dynamics of the social revolution that unfolded on that 
Caribbean island after 1959, how it impacted individuals and families, and 
why they reacted and acted as they did.
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 When the Missile Crisis stopped all flights between Cuba and the United 
States in October 1962, several thousand Pedro Pans found themselves 
stranded and alone, and many had to wait years to be reunited with their 
parents. Some never saw one or both parents again. Although many former 
Pedro Pans have expressed their gratitude for having had the chance to “live 
the American dream,” many of them experienced significant trauma and 
bear lasting emotional scars due to the abrupt and often prolonged separa-
tion from their families.
 For those young Cubans who flew away with Operation Pedro Pan, and 
for those they left behind on the island, thousands of whom participated 
in the 1961 national literacy campaign, their experiences were clearly tran-
scendental—especially as they occurred during the individual’s most for-
mative years. What makes this story particularly fascinating is that the Pedro 
Pans and the literacy brigadistas were the same cohort: classmates, cousins, 
friends, neighbors, sometimes even siblings. Thus, the options of Miami or 
the mountains symbolized, for that generation of young Cubans and for 
Cuba itself, far more than geographical locations.
 Over the years, the story of the flight of the Pedro Pans became key to 
the ideological foundation or “creation myth” of the Cuban exile commu-
nity—traded upon by aspiring political candidates and celebrities alike—in 
order to discredit Cuba’s revolutionary project and inoculate others, espe-
cially in Latin America, who might consider a similar socialist experiment.12 
For Cuban émigrés in the United States, the story of Operation Pedro Pan 
became central to demonstrating that conditions in Castro’s Cuba were so 
horrific that parents were driven to take desperate measures to protect their 
children.13 Thus, any suggestion that factors other than humanitarian con-
cerns were behind the exodus has been considered apostasy in Miami, and 
any mention of the trauma or abuse the children might have experienced in 
their lonely exile dismissed as “ingratitude.”14

 When the five-year-old Cuban boy Elián González was rescued at sea 
on Thanksgiving in November 1999, and then held by his Miami relatives 
against his father’s wishes, the ensuing international custody battle evoked 
great bitterness and painful memories for many former Pedro Pans, who felt 
that they, too, had been regarded as trophies in a political game.15 “This is 
not the first time,” wrote a former Pedro Pan, Chicago professor María de 
los Angeles Torres, “that Cuba’s destiny has been contested through chil-
dren.”16 Another Pedro Pan pleaded with U.S. political leaders to “stop the 
forty-year practice of using Cuban children as proxies in their fight and 
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start exploring ways to normalize relations between Cuba and the United 
States.”17

 The initial impetus for Operation Pedro Pan apparently arose in the 
lead-up to the April 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion from Cubans engaged in the 
struggle to halt the revolutionary process and overthrow Fidel Castro and 
his government. “I had made the decision to struggle for the liberation of 
Cuba,” said one father, “and I wanted to ensure that [my children] did not 
become victims due to my conspiratorial activity.”18 But the fear of “commu-
nism” and its supposed threat to children and the family was how most Cu-
ban parents explained their decision to send their children alone to Miami, 
Cold War propaganda emanating from the Vatican and the United States 
about the “red menace” having deeply penetrated the Cuban psyche. But 
an individual or a class’s perceptions and experiences of such a profound 
revolutionary, transformative process as that unleashed on the island of 
Cuba in 1959 are not the same as, nor do they necessarily explain, what the 
revolution was all about and what the revolutionary leadership’s intentions 
or goals might have been with regard to children, education, and the family. 
Moreover, as with all migration processes, a variety of push and pull factors 
was in play.19

 The real story of Operation Pedro Pan is therefore far more than a simple 
Cold War conspiracy tale of intrigue and rescue as it has often been por-
trayed. The goal here is to unravel the threads of this story in order to ex-
pose its complexity and the many factors that lay behind the exodus of the 
Cuban children. Like the thousands of Latin American families displaced 
today by drug wars, gang violence, or poverty, Cuban parents were not 
only driven to find a way to safeguard their children from perceived or real 
threats. They, like millions of others across the globe today, were seeking 
a better life for their children, beckoned by and believing the welcoming 
words on New York’s Statue of Liberty. Moreover, the border between Cuba 
and the United States had historically been very porous, with regular migra-
tion flows in both directions. The Pedro Pans arrived in a country that was 
neither far nor foreign to more prosperous Cuban families, and therefore 
the proposition of sending one’s children to “the North” for a brief period 
was not as drastic or desperate an act as it may first appear, especially when 
special visas, free airfares, tuition, and board were all on offer. Operation  
Pedro Pan apparently presented an opportunity for a much-prized U.S. edu-
cational scholarship or “beca,” which had a “magnet effect” that undoubt-
edly influenced some, if not many, Cuban parents’ decision.20


