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Throughout the 1960s, Latin America’s Revolutionary Left was heavily de-
pendent on financial and logistical assistance from abroad, particularly 
from Cuba. However, the efforts made by Castro’s regime to promote its 
revolutionary model and support local left-wing movements were signifi-
cantly disrupted by the island’s diplomatic isolation, which accelerated after 
1961. First, the United States and subsequently several other Latin Ameri-
can states canceled diplomatic relations with the Cuban government, the 
climax being in January 1962 when Cuba was expelled from the Organiza-
tion of American States (OAS). In October of the same year, as a conse-
quence of the missile crisis, logistical isolation also deepened. Cuba faced a 
blockade, and air links with the island were heavily restricted.
 Immediately after this crisis, cooperation between Cuba and the So-
viet Bloc also deteriorated. As a result, Cuba’s revolutionary government 
decided to seek support further afield, in particular from Mao Zedong’s 
China. However, Cuba remained dependent on the assistance from Eastern 
European countries in many ways, including the help that it received to 
support Latin America’s guerrilla insurgencies. After the missile crisis, for 
example, one of the few ways of leaving Cuba was via air link to Prague. 
And, by the end of 1962, this link had become the basis for an intensive 
logistical cooperation between the Czechoslovak and Cuban secret services 
that would have extraordinary regional and global significance.
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 After the establishment of Cuba’s revolutionary government, Moscow’s 
leaders had seen the island as unpredictable, with few Soviet analysts ex-
pecting Castro to stay in power for long. Similarly, the Cuban leadership 
had been extremely cautious about establishing relations with the Eastern 
Bloc. It feared Washington’s reaction, and so proceeded gradually in forging 
relations with socialist states.1 Under these circumstances, Czechoslovakia 
was to play the role of “ice-breaker” for the socialist camp in Cuba.2 And it 
was the Cuban side that took the initiative in this regard. Severo Aguirre, 
representative of Cuba’s Popular Socialist Party, proposed this possibility 
in March 1959 during his visit to Prague, suggesting that Czechoslovakia 
should send its diplomats to Havana soon, that it should deliver weapons, 
and that it should also send its experts to help build socialism.3 This recom-
mendation soon turned to fruition. Czechoslovakia normalized relations 
with Cuba in June 1959 and from then on became more actively involved 
on the island, and also with other countries in the region. In May 1960, 
Czechoslovakia was the first Soviet Bloc country to open an embassy in 
Havana.4
 Czechoslovakia was not only one of the most economically developed 
communist countries, but unlike the other countries of Eastern Europe, it 
had maintained close relations with Latin America in the interwar period, 
meaning it had a wide network of embassies and trade with the region. 
Therefore, in the 1950s and early 1960s, Prague helped other Eastern Euro-
pean countries whose positions in Latin America were not strong enough 
to open relations.5 Czechoslovakia also worked actively in other areas of 
the world. At the end of the 1940s, it provided arms and support to Israel, 
and in the 1950s it engaged strongly in the Middle East.6 In this respect, 
during the 1960s its main focus of attention was Africa.7
 It was in this context that Czechoslovakia also became the principal me-
diator of Soviet influence in Cuba. Initially, Czechoslovak products accom-
panied the export of the Soviet ideology and, later, it became an essential 
part of the so-called international assistance that the Soviet Bloc provided 
to Castro’s regime. The country also placed a specific role for Cuba in the 
international field. Indeed, when Washington broke diplomatic relations 
with Havana in January 1961, it was Prague that served as the representa-
tive and advocate of Cuba’s interests in the United States.8 Czechoslovakia 
would later play a similar role in other Latin American countries.
 Meanwhile, the Soviet leadership gradually began to recognize Cuba’s 
remarkable geopolitical value. As early as September 1960, Khrushchev ex-
pressed the hope that Cuba would become a beacon for socialism in Latin 
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America. Extraordinary enthusiasm triggered by Castro´s regime was to be 
used to support the Soviet Bloc penetrate and permeate further into Latin 
America. Despite numerous political conflicts, the Soviet Union did not 
want to lose its position of influence on the island. In order to facilitate this, 
and within the context of the Cuban leadership’s anger at the resolution of 
the missile crisis, the Soviets subsequently provided many concessions.9
 One of those concessions was logistical support for its revolutionary 
ventures abroad, with Czechoslovakia being the key player in this endeavor. 
Henceforth, Prague became a location of numerous secret operations in the 
following years, a paradise for spies and secret services. In the 1960s, thou-
sands of Latin Americans traveled between Prague and Cuba by air, with 
many of them engaging in anti-government armed struggles in the region 
after returning to their home countries. Certainly, more than a thousand 
were dispatched to Latin America with the help of Czechoslovakia’s secret 
service, which also “removed” the trace of their stay in Cuba from their re-
cords. Beyond this, Operation Manuel—as this highly secret operation was 
named—also provided cover for revolutionaries in Czechoslovakia while 
they awaited instructions from Latin America.

*     *     *
This chapter is devoted to an analysis of this Czechoslovak logistical sup-
port. It draws on documents from the Czech Security Services Archives 
(Archiv bezpečnostních složek), based at the Institute for the Study of To-
talitarian Regimes (Ústav pro studium totalitních režimů) in Prague.10 In 
recent years, these archives have been digitalized, which has provided ac-
cess to a vast number of materials on Czechoslovak secret service activity in 
Latin America, including reports on the monitoring of enemy embassies or 
persons of interest. The relative inaccessibility of Russian and Cuban intel-
ligence archives makes these documents all the more unique as a source of 
information for beginning to reconstruct and understand the global his-
tory of Latin America’s Revolutionary Left, as well as the way that its mem-
bers traveled and communicated with each other.
 In terms of Operation Manuel, Volume 80723 in the Czech Security 
Services Archives is of key importance. The volume contains operational 
correspondence on the cooperation with the Cuban intelligence service 
for the period 1962 to 1970. Thousands of pages relate to reports submitted 
to the Cubans by the Prague headquarters, and vice versa from the Cuban 
side, information on the state of what were known at as “national liberation 
movements” in Latin America, and the progress of the Cuban Revolution.
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 Several researchers have already provided insights into the issue of the 
transfer of Latin American nationals from Cuba through Prague. The first 
historian to write about the existence of Operation Manuel was Prokop 
Tomek.11 Daniela Spenser then brought the issue to the attention of an in-
ternational audience.12 She is also credited with making several documents 
relating to the operation accessible in English through her participation 
in the Cold War International History Project.13 These published docu-
ments, from the National Archives (Národní archiv) in Prague, reflect the 
viewpoints of the highest authorities at that time, namely the Czechoslovak 
Communist Party and the Czechoslovak Ministry of the Interior.
 The Argentinian historian Juan Yofre also presented some aspects of 
the cooperation between the Czechoslovak and Cuban secret services to 
Latin American audiences in 2014.14 Yofre’s book, which is based on an 
impressive number of documents, including those from Czech archives, 
met with great acclaim. However, as a former head of the Secretariat of 
Intelligence (SIDE), his work was not impartial. His interpretation had the 
clear goal of exposing Soviet intervention in Latin America as a one-way 
and sinister operation. The strong anti-Castro discourse is reflected in the 
author’s statement that he obtained the Czechoslovak archival documents 
from Cuban exile representatives.15
 Contrary to Yofre’s account, Operation Manuel reveals the very com-
plex dynamics of relations between the Soviet Bloc and Cuba. Often, it 
was a relationship of mistrust, with the main bond between them being 
the struggle against a common enemy symbolized by the United States. 
The remarkable story of Operation Manuel, which lasted for more than 
seven years (1962–1970), also relativizes the thesis that the Soviet Bloc did 
not provide support for armed revolution. However, as this chapter sug-
gests, the circumstances of its support were complicated. The main focus 
of the study is on the Czechoslovak’s approach to logistical assistance for 
Cuba and how this approach gradually evolved. It also addresses questions 
regarding the extent to which the Czechoslovak leadership was able to take 
an autonomous position on the whole issue, questions about the impor-
tance they attached to Operation Manuel, and whether they were aware of 
its implications.
 At the same time, the study focuses on what extra-regional interactions 
can tell us about Cuban revolutionary policy toward Latin America and the 
region’s Revolutionary Left overall. The data contained in archival docu-
ments, such as the real names of the people who passed through Prague 
from Cuba, their nationality, date of arrival and departure, the place where 
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they were accommodated, as well as the routes the “Manuelistas” used 
when returning to their home countries, allow us to move on to some more 
general conclusions about Latin America’s Revolutionary Left, its priori-
ties, strengths, and limitations. Based on the sample of more than a thou-
sand people, for whom data exists, for example, we gain insight into Cuba’s 
revolutionary priorities and their evolution over time. Building on previ-
ous studies of Latin America’s left-wing in the 1960s, we also gain insight 
into the changing political orientation of those who collaborated with Cuba 
during this decade. In this regard, Czechoslovak archival sources are of 
utmost importance for our understanding of the global and transnational 
dynamics of Latin America’s Revolutionary Left.

Czechoslovakia and the Cuban Revolution: The Early Years  
and the Initiation of Cooperation between the Secret Services

In the early 1960s, prior to Operation Manuel, the Czechoslovakian gov-
ernment provided Castro with considerable help. It supplied large indus-
trial works and weapons (albeit largely obsolete), welcomed Cubans to 
join training programs, and sent its own experts to the island. In the years 
1960–1961, it also secretly printed new banknotes and minted new coins 
and transported them by sea to Cuba.16 Czechoslovakia was also heav-
ily involved in setting up the Cuban-led Prensa Latina press agency. The 
Czechoslovak News Agency (ČTK) became the pillar of international po-
litical news disseminated throughout Latin America.17 Given the strategic 
importance of the island, Prague maintained a “highly political approach” 
at the economic level. The needs of the Czechoslovak economy were not 
taken into consideration. For example, the main import from Cuba was 
sugar, although Czechoslovakia was one of the world’s largest exporters of 
beet sugar. The trade balance was considerably unbalanced, and the Cuban 
debt to Czechoslovakia grew.
 Another pillar of this assistance was intelligence cooperation. In May 
1960, a Czechoslovak secret service station (rezidentura) was opened in 
Havana at the same time as the embassy.18 In the 1950s, Czechoslovakia had 
already opened several secret service stations on the American continent: 
in New York, Washington, Montreal, Ottawa, Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro, 
and Mexico. Havana soon became not only the center of the Czechoslovak 
secret service´s operations in Latin America, but, as a report underlined, 
also “one of the most politically important Czechoslovak stations and one 
of the most complex ones in terms of working tasks” in the world.19
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 Following Havana, other intelligence posts soon followed. In 1961, for 
example, a station was established in Montevideo, with subsequent ones 
being established in La Paz, Bogotá, Caracas, and Santiago a year later. 
Their main priority was to monitor and disrupt U.S. activities by means of 
disinformation and confrontational actions. However, the Latin American 
stations also focused on “consolidating and defending the Cuban Revolu-
tion and organizing a movement to protect the Cuban Revolution in Latin 
America and other countries using available means.”20

 What had been a relatively autonomous Czechoslovak venture in Cuba 
did not last long. Moscow had become quickly aware of the strategic im-
portance of the island and the undesirable nature of the excessive conver-
gence of the Czechoslovak and Cuban intelligence services. In July 1961, 
the KGB therefore limited the Czechoslovak secret service’s authority and 
made it completely subordinate. As a consequence, Czechoslovakian in-
telligence subsequently had to consult with the Soviets on everything.21 
The division of powers between Soviet and Czechoslovak secret services in 
relation to Cuba became evident for the first time at the end of 1961, with 
the role of the latter being practically limited to the island’s international 
relations and, in particular, the receipt of reports from the Czechoslovak 
stations in Latin America.
 In this respect, Czechoslovakia, which invariably had a better political 
position than the Soviet Union in the region, worked very actively.22 In 
January 1964, Manuel Piñeiro, Cuba’s chief external intelligence and coun-
ter-intelligence body, assessed the level of Czechoslovak reporting as being 
very high, adding that its information was of better quality than that of the 
Soviets.23 The privileged position Czechoslovakia held among the countries 
of the Socialist Bloc in terms of its relationship with Castro’s regime helped 
it to establish close relations with representatives of the Latin American 
non-communist Left. Shared common objectives resulted in Czechoslo-
vak Intelligence cooperating with several influential personalities, through 
whom it financed the publication of books and articles promoting the Cu-
ban Revolution and condemning U.S. activities.24 However, Czechoslovak 
agents and collaborators in capitalist countries were not allowed to be re-
cruited from local Communist Parties or the organizations under their di-
rect influence. As mentioned in the Czech archives, this was a task for the 
KGB.25


