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INTRODUCTION

The moral and religious origin of American politics continued to manifest itself 

throughout the twentieth century. One defining element of this era was the Cold War and 

the American determination to fight the godless, oppressive nature of communism. In 

addition to political and social conditions in the Soviet Union, Fidel Castro’s 1959 Cuban 

revolution was an event closely monitored by the United States government. Soon after 

Castro’s rise to power, the United States was ready to support the new regime in an effort 

to stabilize the diplomatic relationship with its island neighbor. Despite American 

attempts to support Castro, he soon made it clear that the motivations behind the 

revolution were in response to American capitalism and manipulation of Cuba. As social 

and political conditions deteriorated on the island, the United States quickly changed its 

attitude toward Castro’s government. Cold War social and political attitudes in the 

United States supported the government’s opposition to Castro and his increasingly 

communist and Soviet connections.

Less than one year after the Cuban revolution, clergy within the Catholic Diocese 

of Miami actively pursued a role in helping Cuban political refugees. Historically,

Cubans and Americans enjoyed the freedom to travel between the United States and 

Cuba. For Americans, Cuba offered a convenient resort community, rampant with 

American investment and luxuries. Prior to Castro’s revolution, many Cubans had 

already immigrated to the United States and lived in southern Florida. Soon after



political and social conditions deteriorated in Cuba, Cubans in the greater Miami area 

were quick to offer assistance to family members left in Cuba. This attitude of both 

Cubans and Americans living in the United States was especially targeted at children— 

perhaps the group most vulnerable to Castro’s oppressive social and economic policies. 

The events of the Cuban revolution, coupled with Cold War American social attitudes 

toward communism, established a unique situation between the United States and Cuba. 

While the welfare of all Cuban political refugees was important to a variety of groups 

within the United States, the status of Cuban children rose to the top. For both 

humanitarian and political reasons, the American government went out of its way to 

protect the livelihood of Cuban youths.

Communities across the United States responded to the Diocese of Miami and 

federal government’s Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s Program. The 

distinctly Catholic nature of western Montana made this unlikely region of the United 

States the host to nearly one hundred forty Cuban refugee children. Similar to the United 

States government, the Catholic Church also opposed communism, perhaps especially so 

in a traditionally Catholic country such as Cuba. Despite the considerable difficulties of 

geographic distance, understaffmg, and financial confusion, many who were involved 

with the program in Montana acknowledge its generally successful outcome. The 

Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s Program, in combination with a variety of 

other services offered to Cuban political exiles, are quintessential examples of the 

democratic fight against communism. This unique era of the Cold War, coupled with the 

moral and political ambitions of the United States government, has shaped Cuban 

Americans in an unprecedented way.
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CHAPTER ONE

FIDEL CASTRO AND THE ORIGINS OF OPERATION PEDRO PAN

Above all other considerations, is the basic one that Cuba is important to us in our 
defense against communism in this hemisphere.' James Baker

For many, Fidel Castro’s 1959 overthrow of Fulgencio Batista was a triumphant 

victory over oppression. Though anti-Batista rebels were responsible for destroying 

American property and harassing American citizens in Cuba, many in the United States 

believed that Batista’s brutal repression justified rebel action.2 Following the successful 

1959 rebellion, both Americans and Cubans declared Cuba to be free. Initially, Secretary 

of State John Foster Dulles was optimistic in his description of the new government. On 

January 6, 1959, the American Embassy in Havana received a notice from the provisional 

government stating that it was in “complete control of the Republic, that peaceful 

conditions have returned to Cuba, and that all the Republic’s international commitments 

and agreements in force will be fulfilled.” Dulles reported, “I believe that the statements 

of intention of the new government have been made in good faith and that it is in our 

national interest to recognize the Provisional Government of Cuba without delay.”3 

Despite this early optimism, the situation in Cuba soon turned dismal. The United States 

government, as well as Cuban nationals, faced a tense situation, as Castro tightened his 

control over daily life and social conditions on the island.

Castro’s actions reflected his personal concern for Cuba’s role in the world, 

specifically with regard to its relationship with the United Sates. Since the early
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twentieth century, Cuba had played a critical role in American economic and tourism 

interests, yet Castro’s revolution was distinctly anti-American. In much the same 

tradition as tum-of-the-century Cuban revolutionary Jose Marti, Castro adamantly 

despised American imperialism and genuinely feared that Cuba would fall victim to the 

capitalist clutches of the United States. Castro directed much of this disdain toward 

Batista, who was installed as Cuba’s leader through a 1952 military coup d'etat? Prior to 

Castro’s successful 1959 revolution, he spoke openly about reform for Cuba and 

promoted the ideals of his greatest influence, Marti. According to Castro, . . we are 

doing what the apostle [Jose Marti] taught us to do when he was in a similar 

situation .... I can inform you in all sincerity that in 1956 we shall be free or we shall be 

martyrs.”5 In honor of his unofficial mentor, Marti, Castro’s successful revolution halted 

the once imperial American course for Cuba.

In response to this change in Cuban leadership, the United States appointed Philip 

Bonsai as the new United States ambassador to Cuba in 1959. But though he supported 

the rebels, relations between Cuba and the United States began to deteriorate almost as 

rapidly as they had seemed to improve.6 For example, Castro shut down numerous civil 

institutions, including the court system. Additionally, opponents of the revolutionary 

government were publicly executed. Just weeks after Castro assumed power, 

approximately two hundred people had been tried, convicted, and executed. Since its 

revolution against Spain, the death penalty had been illegal in the Cuban constitution, but 

the conviction and execution of political prisoners continued.7 These actions increased 

American disdain and distrust for Castro’s new government.
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Despite Castro’s new power and position, his political ideology initially remained 

unclear. Though his original motivations for revolution had been largely nationalistic 

and grounded in social justice, Castro’s policies of control began to imitate Batista.8 

Soon after assuming power, specific events illustrated the subtleties of Castro’s ideology. 

Castro implemented a variety of domestic reforms—the first and most popular of these 

was the Urban Reform Law, which limited real estate investment and private housing 

construction. The alternative was government- sponsored, less expensive public 

housing.9 Castro issued approximately fifteen hundred decrees in his first nine months of 

power. His government intervened to lower telephone and electricity rates, renegotiate 

labor contracts and raise wages, and reform health care, education, and unemployment 

benefits.10 The most drastic of his reforms was the Agrarian Reform Law of May 1959. 

Private ownership of land was limited to one thousand acres while land exceeding 3,333 

acres, not used for livestock, sugar, or rice production, was nationalized.11 These 

limitations immediately concerned American business owners in Cuba, and in late 1959 

American officials proposed limiting Cuban sugar imports as a warning.12 At the same 

time, members of Cuba’s communist party were appointed to visible government 

positions. This confirmed the worst fears of American and Cuban property owners.

As loyal fidelistas and members of the communist party increasingly replaced 

liberals and moderates, Castro’s government committed itself to a variety of international 

trade policies. In February 1960, Cuba resumed diplomatic relations with the Soviet 

Union when a trade delegation visited Havana, followed by delegations from East 

Germany and later Poland. These new markets for Cuban sugar eased the new 

government’s concern with the growing disapproval of the United States.13 Additionally,
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Cuba signed the Cuban-Soviet oil agreement, but American companies such as Texaco 

and Shell refused to refine Soviet petroleum and Castro nationalized the industry in Cuba. 

Due to the growing Cuban-Soviet alliance, President Dwight Eisenhower authorized the 

armament and training of Cuban exiles in the United States.14 The United States 

government’s planned invasion of Cubans, facilitated by Cuban nationals, at the Bay of 

Pigs in April 1961 prompted Castro to articulate the socialist ambitions of his 

revolution.15

The gradual unveiling of his commitment to the Soviet Union and Marxist- 

Leninism was reflective of Castro’s deteriorating relationship with the United States, and 

the impetus for American officials to evacuate Cuban youths from the island. Public 

opinion in the United States and Cuba was slow to evolve due to the uncertain nature of 

the revolution. Only over time, did it become clearer that Castro was in many ways no 

improvement over Batista. Castro’s commitment to Jose Marti’s anti-American, anti

imperialist ideals offered a reason for alliance with the Soviet Union outside of any action 

taken on the part of Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev. As a result of decisions made by 

presidents since Harry Truman, as well as the socialist nature of Castro’s revolution, the 

closest geographic threat to American Cold War ideals was successfully established, and 

named as such, in May 1961.

The uncertainty of Castro’s political ideology caused fear and speculation among 

Cuban citizens. After nearly a decade of civil war, Cubans had been conditioned to a 

lifestyle of guerilla violence. Thousands were left unemployed, and business and 

economic interests were left in shambles. Deterioration within the Cuban university 

system had left youths without post-secondary training for at least the previous four
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years.16 While youths from cities across Cuba joined in the rebel fight against Batista, 

others sought refuge. As early as 1958, Cuban parents sent their children to live with 

friends and relatives in the United States. Due to the breakdown of the education system, 

many looked forward to temporary stability in the United States and hoped for an end to 

the fighting that grew increasingly destructive and violent.17

It became clear that Castro’s new policies and practices were not necessarily 

improvements over Batista’s, and many Cubans looked for alternatives to the violence 

and oppression. Many Cuban parents feared that their children would fall victim to 

Castro’s oppressive regime, and several turned to James Baker, the headmaster at the 

Ruston Academy, an American school in Havana.18 Originally founded by Hiram 

Ruston, the school was designed to prepare Cuban students for acceptance to American 

colleges. Baker and his wife moved to Havana in 1930, where he worked alongside 

Ruston in the formation of the school.19 By fall 1960, Baker received several scholarship 

requests for Cuban children to attend school in the United States. Ordinarily, Baker 

would have fulfilled them, but numerous requests arrived after the typical deadline.

Baker was at fist reluctant to fulfill such requests, especially due to the threat of 

imprisonment to him and his family for aiding the growing Castro opposition movement. 

Additionally, Baker, like many others, did not think that Castro’s government would last. 

Another fear among some Castro-opposing parents was that if they were caught sending 

their children to the United States, they themselves might be sent to jail and their children 

to the Soviet Union.20 Although Castro had not yet declared himself a communist, the 

suggestion that he was preparing to align Cuba with the Soviet bloc was commonplace.
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Despite his initial reluctance, Baker traveled to Miami in mid-December to meet 

with Miami businessmen about the possibility of opening another school there.21 After 

successful negotiations, Baker was in a position to build his new school, but he first met 

Monsignor Bryan O. Walsh, the director of the Catholic Welfare Bureau (CWB) in 

Miami. As early as November of the same year, Monsignor Walsh facilitated the care 

of unaccompanied Cuban children in the greater Miami area. After accepting a first 

Cuban youth, Walsh inquired about other unaccompanied youths and found Jose 

Carballeira and his eighteen-year-old brother.23 Walsh realized that as political 

conditions deteriorated in Cuba, more children would likely be sent to the United States. 

Many Cuban youths who were sent to Florida lived with family members or friends 

already residing in the United States. Though plans for Baker’s school were left 

unfinished, the experiences of both men led them to create a system to enable Cuban 

children without family members in Florida to come to the United States.24

Walsh and Baker first used student visas to evacuate children from Cuba and by 

December 26, 1960, the first students arrived in Florida. Granting visas to Cuban 

children depended upon their enrollment in school. Baker visited a Florida high school 

and established a relationship with Agnes Ewald.25 Together, Ewald agreed that she 

would prepare the adequate paperwork for the names that Baker provided. With this 

paperwork, the United States Embassy in Havana could issue the visas. Walsh met the 

first two children, Vivian and Sixto Aquino, at the Miami airport. Only a few more 

students arrived before Walsh and Baker ran into a problem. The United States 

government was willing to issue the 200 visas requested; however, it required a 

legitimate organization, such as the CWB, to assume responsibility for the Cuban
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students entering the United States.26 Walsh had to make a quick and serious decision to 

accept responsibility for the newly established program and the children who were to 

arrive in the future.27

As Walsh made arrangements in Florida, Baker and many family friends and 

parents of students at Ruston joined together in opposition to Castro’s violent tendencies. 

Due to the elite nature of those associated with the Ruston Academy, many collaborated 

with other politically connected, resourceful Cubans to form an underground opposition 

movement aimed at undermining Castro’s government and policies. Many who had 

previously opposed Batista soon collaborated against Castro. Baker and many close 

friends were from middle to upper middle class backgrounds and well connected with 

officials and former officials in the American and Cuban governments. Parents 

continued to turn to Baker for help, as many had during the Batista years. Those who 

were members of the underground movement continued to express their fears for their 

children, especially older children who were eligible to be tried, convicted, and executed 

for their families’ opposition to the government.28 This fear, coupled with the fear of 

communist indoctrination, put Baker in an important position as an American and an

educator.

Baker and Walsh’s system for evacuating Cuban students became popularly 

known in the United States as Operation Pedro Pan; however, the program was 

threatened on January 3, 1961, when Castro ordered the United States Embassy in 

Havana to cut its staff to fifteen and charged that it was the center of 

counterrevolutionary activity.29 In response to the Cuban government’s demand to limit 

embassy personnel in Havana, the United States closed the American Embassy in Havana
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and ended all diplomatic relations.30 Additionally, the United States increased its military 

support for the Cuban underground. The timing of the embassy closure coincided with 

President Eisenhower’s decided plan of attack at the Bay of Pigs, as well as Castro’s 

increased trade alliances with the Soviet Union. By this time, Castro had consolidated 

much of his power over Cuban society. He diminished his cabinet, ignored court 

decisions, reneged on promised elections, and continued the use of firing squads to 

silence his opposition?1 The Cuban government also stopped issuing exit permits, 

though such permits were difficult to come by in the first place. Travelers were required 

to have the exit permit and a visa. Additionally, their airline tickets had to be purchased 

in American dollars and an entire inventory of their houses was taken. Everything was 

cataloged and, if on the day of departure, anything was missing, the exit permit was 

revoked. Due to the closure of the American Embassy, a symbol help and avenue of 

escape, Cuban parents’ demand for visas for their children peaked. Many in Cuba turned 

to people they trusted in their local communities including priests, nuns, and teachers for 

help with exit visas.33

To circumvent Cuba’s increasingly difficult visa and exit permit system, Walsh 

and Baker established an agreement with the British government whereby children could 

leave Cuba for Kingston, Jamaica—a member of the British Commonwealth . They were 

then issued United States visas and allowed to go to Miami.34 The British government 

played a critical role in the program. Penny Powers, an English teacher at the Ruston 

Academy and an English national, was popular with Americans in Cuba and well-known 

in the Cuban underground. She even had previous experience with refugee children. 

During World War II, Powers had worked as a nurse in Britain where she helped Jewish
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children escape the Nazis. Powers became the most important program contact in Cuba 

following the closure of the United States Embassy, when Baker and his family left 

Havana and joined Walsh in Miami. Powers was also the main contact for the British 

Embassy.35 Additionally, Powers distributed visa waivers and stamped passports not 

only for Cuban children, but also for adults within the underground. Powers and the 

British government were crucial to this phase of the program. According to Prime 

Minister Harold Macmillan, “... we fully agree that everything possible must be done . .

. to create conditions suitable for the growth of an opposition capable of replacing his 

[Castro’s] regime.”36 Not only did Britain provide the use of its visas, but it also supplied 

government officials and helped transport money orders from Walsh to Pedro Pan 

participants in Cuba.37

The failed Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961 also played a role in the ease with 

which Cuban parents were able to send their children to the United States. Cuban 

children, whose parents participated in the Bay of Pigs invasion, were offered preference 

to seek political exile in the United States. The American government offered them this 

option because parents feared that their involvement in the invasion of their own country 

would result in harm to their children. Numerous Cuban families benefited from this

preference when, after the failed invasion, members of the intricate opposition network 

that helped orchestrate Operation Pedro Pan and other clandestine acts were persecuted 

with renewed vigor. Thousands of suspected opponents were arrested—as many as 

250,000 people were arrested in Havana.38 As this and other circumstances made it 

impossible to receive exit visas, many Cubans turned to illegal and fraudulent documents.
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The Grau family, another important Pedro Pan organizer, represents one case of 

the dedication of Cuban nationals against Castro as well as the hefty price they paid for 

getting caught. Ramon Grau San Martin served as Cuba’s president for a brief time in 

1933 and again from 1944 to 1948. His niece, Polita, was an active member of the anti- 

Batista movement. Polita was among those who were surprised by Castro’s turn to 

communism, and once again found herself working against another Cuban dictator. In 

1961, Penny Powers sent a group of women to inform Polita of Operation Pedro Pan. 

Consequently, Polita distributed exit waivers and airline tickets, enabled by her access to 

other important Cubans through the familial association with her uncle, President Grau.40 

After the Bay of Pigs invasion, many underground networks collapsed, yet Polita 

maintained the program despite the arrests of others. Though they were successful at 

first, Polita and her brother Mongo were both arrested in 1965, three years after the 

program ended. Polita remained in prison until 1979 and Mongo until 1986 for their role 

in Operation Pedro Pan.41

Once Walsh and Baker were together in Miami, they approached the State 

Department and the Immigration and Naturalization Service. Their goal was to establish 

a program that would allow Cuban children to come to the United States without any 

visa.42 Though unprecedented, the State Department granted Walsh the authority to offer 

visa waivers to any Cuban children between the ages of six and sixteen who would be 

under the supervision of the Catholic Diocese of Miami.43 Along with his increased 

power came increased anxiety. He worried about the program on three different levels. 

First, he insisted that legitimate, established child welfare agencies care for these 

children. Second, he recognized that a majority of parents who sent their children to the
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United States were doing so to preserve their religious heritage that had come under 

intense suppression as a result of Castro and communism. Finally, Walsh was worried 

about the funding required for this large undertaking.44 The federal government’s action 

and commitment represented a distinction between Operation Pedro Pan and the more 

formal, American government-sponsored Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s 

Program. According to Walsh, the first was specifically the semi-clandestine evacuation 

of Cuban youths, while the latter was the program of providing for unaccompanied 

children sent to the United States.45

At the local level, three religious agencies helped fund and facilitate the program: 

the CWB, the Children’s Service Bureau for Protestant Children, and the Jewish Family 

and Children Service. National support of the program was also reflected in President 

Dwight Eisenhower’s commitment of Mutual Security Funds in case private money 

would not cover the cost. The Mutual Security Fund contained one million dollars set 

aside by President Eisenhower in December 1960. By January 31, he released one

hundred thousand dollars to 900 Cuban students enrolled in universities across the United 

States.46 This action was among Eisenhower’s last as president; soon another president 

would join in support of the program.

By January 1961, between fifty- and sixty-thousand Cuban refugees had arrived 

in Florida. Each week, five hundred more arrived, creating a volatile refugee situation in 

southern Florida. The federal government soon offered assistance that encouraged 

refugees to relocate to areas other than southern Florida. On February 3. President John 

F. Kennedy issued four million dollars in aid to government and private relief agencies, 

job agencies, and health care services. Kennedy specifically stated that this effort was to
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“provide financial aid for the care and protection of unaccompanied children—the most 

defenseless and troubled group among the refugee population.”47 Money from the 

Federal Children’s Bureau was funneled to the Florida Department of Public Welfare that 

by March agreed to provide temporary aid to Cuban refugees, including unaccompanied 

Cuban children. Because these allocations alleviated Walsh’s financial worries, the

exodus of Cuban children continued. This effort marked the first time that the United 

States government funded a national foster care program.48

Kennedy first delegated the supervision of Cuban exiles to the Department of 

Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) and Secretary Abraham Ribicoff.49 At the same 

time Kennedy announced his funding of the program, he also stated, “I hope that these 

measures will be understood as an immediate expression of the firm desire of the people 

of the United States to be of tangible assistance to the refugees until such time as better 

circumstances enable them to return to their permanent homes ... ,”50 Officially, the 

plan for implementing these policies was known as the Cuban Refugee Program. This 

system included a vast network of federal and state agencies, but perhaps most notably, it 

required an integration of public and private agencies. This was in part due to the fact 

that there was no time to establish other services.51 Those public and private agencies 

already in existence worked together to provide for the vast numbers of Cuban youths 

and adults arriving in Florida.

Governmental, religious, and education officials who facilitated the program were 

committed for humanitarian, personal, and ideological reasons. Though all were 

motivated by the fear of communism, each represents other motives for the program. 

Monsignor Walsh’s actions were largely humanitarian. He believed that the program

14



offered an opportunity for Cuban parents to protect their children, while also helping 

Cuban youths to stay out of trouble and avoid communist indoctrination. Walsh 

understood the hardships created by family separation, but he thought it was necessary in 

this case, and that geographical isolation was preferable to permanent ideological or 

spiritual division. Baker’s actions were also humanitarian and reflective of his personal 

affection for Cuba. Baker and his family could have sold their Havana property even 

sooner than they did and moved back to the United States. After living in Cuba for more 

than thirty years, he considered it his home. He also risked arrest and jail time for his 

participation in the program. Many other individuals in the Cuban underground helped 

evacuate Cuban youths regardless of other counterrevolutionary activities that they could 

have been a part of, or the limited success that the evacuation of these children would 

have in toppling Castro’s regime. The humanitarian motives of these individuals are also 

reflected in emergent United States attitudes toward Castro in the early 1960s. The 

United States financed the largest refugee program in history, and relaxed all immigration 

requirements for Cubans and their children due to the ideological disdain for 

communism.52

Shortly after its inception, the Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s 

Program included more than one hundred American cities in more than forty states, as 

children were relocated from Florida to foster homes across the United States.53 Helena, 

Montana, provided services to over one hundred thirty Cuban refugee children. The 

Catholic Diocese of Helena was chosen as one of the western regions to participate in the 

program due to the efforts of Bishop Joseph Gilmore and Monsignor Daniel Harrington. 

Operation Pedro Pan represents one unique phase of immigration between the United
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States and Cuba—one that was directly shaped by the Cold War. The program provided 

children with opportunities that they might not have enjoyed in Cuba. As a result of 

American foreign policy toward Castro and communism, the political exile of these 

Cuban youths distinctly shaped the growth and success of Cuban American immigrant 

communities in the United States.
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CHAPTER TWO

AMERICAN COLD WAR MEDIA AND CUBAN CHILDREN

. . . to those of Our children who are more or less tainted with the Communist plague. . . 
We pray the Lord to enlighten them that they may abandon the slippery path which will

precipitate one and all to ruin and catastrophe. .. J Pope Pius XI 

The American media played a critical role in shaping public opinion throughout

the Cold War. Among the first significant American media reports from Cuba was New 

York Times reporter Herbert Matthews’s 1957 interview with Fidel Castro. Prior to the 

1959 revolution, Castro and his small band of guerillas hid in the Sierra Maestra 

Mountains of the Oriente Province in Cuba. Due to Fulgencio Batista’s censorship of all 

media sources in Cuba, Castro personally invited a foreign reporter to Cuba. Matthews 

was a likely fit because of his specialty in Latin American affairs and his position on the 

editorial board at the newspaper. Once Matthews’s interview was published, Castro and 

his supporters contacted sympathizers in New York with instructions to mail photocopies 

of the three-part article to prominent Cubans on the island. This act alone forced Batista 

to repeal his censorship of the media. Additionally, Matthews’s articles offered proof 

that Castro’s movement was still alive, despite Cuban efforts to quench the then weak, 

poorly organized revolutionaries.2 Matthews also presented Castro as an inspiring and 

courageous leader, and both Matthews and U.S. Ambassador Arthur Gardner agreed that 

Batista faced the most determined opposition movement yet.3 Though Gardner and other 

members of the United States government insisted that Matthews was not critical enough



of Castro, this media event shaped American attitudes toward Castro and his ambitions in 

Cuba. The articles also sparked concern for the stability of American economic and 

political interests in Cuba and for the success of Batista, whom the United States 

supported militarily.

Over time it appeared that neither Batista nor Castro could be trusted. Castro’s 

revolution could have been a chance to reaffirm diplomatic relations with the United 

States, but such a situation was never realized. Though tension persisted between Castro 

and the United States, by January 1960 the American government actively pursued plans 

to maintain its favor with the Cuban people. The United States was quick to blame anti- 

American attitudes within the Cuban community on Castro and his government’s media 

outlets.4 Early American media efforts to facilitate a friendly relationship with the Cuban 

people were based upon the long history of friendship that the two nations had enjoyed 

and the belief that a deterioration of this friendship would have political, economic, 

social, and cultural impacts for both countries. Additionally, these early efforts included 

a warning of communist infiltration in Cuba and the impact it was sure to have on the 

entire hemisphere. According to the Deputy Director of the United States Information 

Agency, Abbott M. Washburn, “The purpose here is not to try to ‘answer’ Castro or to 

take direct issue with the government or individuals representing it. Rather, it is to 

explain how and why the best interests and ideals of the Cuban people are identical with 

the best interests and ideals of the American people.”5 Suggested methods of 

communicating this idea to the Cuban people included a series of documentary films 

explaining the significance of the United States to Cuban sugar exports, pamphlets 

illustrating the opportunistic nature of communists in Cuba, and a series of
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advertisements in Cuban newspapers reminding Cubans of the historically friendly and 

advantageous relationship between the two states.6

In many ways, both private and federal media and propaganda sources prepared 

citizens of the United States and Cuba for forthcoming political maneuvers including the 

evacuation of Cuban youths. While American newspapers and periodicals focused on the 

Cold War fear of communism, the federal government also worked to sway public 

opinion in Cuba against Castro’s successful revolution. The United States government 

used propaganda and covert action in Cuba as its first modes of defense against Castro 

and the ideological threat that he posed to the western hemisphere. As one might expect, 

religious organizations joined in this effort, especially those Castro targeted in Cuba. 

While United States government propaganda alerted Cuban families, private media 

sources prepared American families to host Cuban refugee children. The Catholic 

Church played a significant role in influencing public opinion in the United States with 

regards to the evils of communism.

Education played a critical role in post-revolutionary Cuban society, and soon 

Castro strengthened his control over educational facilities and methods. As Castro 

further centralized his government’s power, he assumed several of Jose Marti’s ideas 

regarding the societal and cultural role of youth. According to Marti, “The happiest 

country is the one which has best educated its sons, both in the instruction of thought and 

the direction of their feelings.’’7 Similar to Marti, Castro committed his new government 

to the ideal education: “A revolutionary government would undertake the integral reform 

of the educational system ... with the idea of educating those generations which have the 

privilege of living in a happier land.”8 Castro recognized the significance that education
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would play in forging a new Cuban society. However, his attempted education reforms 

led to massive opposition from within Cuba and from the United States. Opposition 

groups used media sources such as the New York Times, U.S. News and World Report, 

and Action Cubana to publish the same basic claim that Castro’s control over education 

was distinctly totalitarian and contrary to the successful Cuban society that he promised.9

The Central Intelligence Agency and other information agencies in the United 

States also took specific action directed toward Cuban parents and children. “Project 

Clean Up” was one CIA plan initiated in 1960 and included a program for Radio Swan.10 

The general ambition of the project was to “bring about the replacement of the Castro 

regime with one more devoted to the true interests of the Cuban people and more 

acceptable to the U.S. in such a manner as to avoid any appearance of U.S. 

intervention.”11 To implement Radio Swan, the American government suggested that “it 

is necessary to develop the means for mass communication to the Cuban people so that a 

powerful propaganda offensive can be initiated .... The major tool proposed ... for 

this purpose is a long and short wave gray broadcasting facility... to be located on Swan 

Island.” Located in the Gulf of Mexico, the strategic position of this island allowed the 

American government to work with little notice from Cuba. Scripts to be broadcast from 

this radio station were crafted in the United States in cooperation with members of the 

Cuban exile community in Florida and elsewhere. The main target was the greater 

Havana area, and in an attempt to ensure wider coverage, the government discussed 

adding a second broadcast location.13

Material included in the Radio Swan broadcasts warned of Castro’s threat to

patria potestad. This Spanish term refers to parents’ authority over their children. Radio
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Swan reported that this right was in serious danger under the Castro regime and that all 

children in Cuba would be subject to Castro’s new education policies.14 Castro’s 1961 

establishment of “youth farms” where children over ten would live and learn agricultural 

practices also stimulated parental fears. To make matters worse, Castro indicated that the 

Soviet Union and Cuba would exchange 1,000 youth each to work on these farms.15 

Castro’s Organization de Circulos Infantiles, a state nursery system that would be 

responsible for the physical conditioning and education of all Cuban youths, also inspired 

parental fears.16 Parents and educators in the United States shared a common concern for 

the livelihood of Cuban youths, and based upon Castro’s alleged plans for children, one 

can see why. Media sources in the United States presented similar reports that inspired a 

concerned American public. Due to the nature of Cold War animosity toward 

communism and Castro, Americans soon recognized their duty to help Cuban children 

sent as political exiles to the United States. Persecution of the Catholic Church in Cuba 

also promoted Catholic media sources in the United States to shape America Catholic

attitudes toward life and social conditions in Cuba.

In light of the successful Bolshevik revolution in 1917 and the proliferation of 

communist ideas to new places in the world, the Catholic Church declared its formal 

position against communism. Pope Pius XI, in the 1937 Vatican encyclical, Atheistic 

Communism, denounced all forms of communism and encouraged Catholics to take an 

active role in defeating this “intrinsically wrong” ideology.17 The Church declared: “... 

no one who would save Christian civilization may collaborate with it [communism] in 

any undertaking whatsoever. Those who permit themselves to be deceived into lending 

their aid towards the triumph of Communism in their own country, will be the first to fall
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victims of their error.”18 Significant emphasis was placed upon the role of the priest and 

his authority to implement the teachings of the Church with regards to communism. 

Priests, “therefore, while providing of course for the normal needs of the Faithful,

[should] dedicate the better part of their endeavors and their zeal to winning back the 

laboring masses to Christ and His Church.”19 This 1937 document continued to influence 

Catholic Cold War attitudes toward Castro and communism.

American Catholics’ commitment to defend democracy from communism during 

the Cold War was also a symbol of patriotism and a pledge of loyalty to the federal 

government’s dedication to eradicate communism.20 Since 1947, the United States had 

subscribed to the Truman Doctrine, a formal commitment to expend federal resources “to 

support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by 

outside pressures.”21 The Truman Doctrine committed the United States to fight 

communism for the next four decades, resulting in military intervention in Korea and 

Vietnam, in addition to its actions in Cuba. American Catholic media sources directly 

illustrated the commitment of the Church to defend its own position, as well as the 

position of the United States government. National Catholic media sources shaped social 

attitudes toward the plight of Cuban refugees and those members of the Cuban Children’s 

Program.

In October of 1961, John Meslay wrote an article for the Catholic magazine 

America following a visit to Cuba. He offered an assessment of conditions on the island 

and the state of the Church under communist suppression. Meslay described life in 

Havana as similar to Warsaw, where “militiamen and militiawomen with rifles mount 

guard at nearly every comer, in all the public buildings and even in some private
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22shops.” According to Meslay, popular support for this condition was promoted through 

the Literacy Congress, and the Cuban government’s goal to eliminate illiteracy by 

January of 1962. To teach reading and writing lessons, the materials provided to teachers 

by the government “all convey[ed] some ‘socialist’ meaning.”23 The lesson that Meslay 

cited included a sentence describing the “imperialistic” nature of the Organization of 

American States.24 Meslay also noted the economic similarities between Cuba and the 

Soviet Union. He visited a series of collective farms organized by the state and 

analogous to Stalin and Khrushchev’s policies of collectivization. Despite 

collectivization, food shortages plagued Cuba in much the same way they did in the 

Soviet Union, Meslay noted. Also like the Soviet Union, these shortages were not 

entirely the result of poor production, but due to the practice of selling food exports 

abroad for “machines, spare parts, and weapons.”25

Meslay’s central argument was the communist discouragement of religion and the 

persecution Catholics in Cuba faced. He described the Church in Cuba as the “Church in 

Silence” because of Castro’s policies against Catholic clergy and religious worship.26 

Meslay used this example to persuade Catholics everywhere to support governments that 

opposed communism. He described communism as “a quick, very primitive, half

barbarian solution to social evils through brutal despotism and destructive totalitarianism: 

a purge which cures the illness by killing the patient.”27 Meslay’s vivid portrayal of 

Cuban life under Castro indeed resonates with other Cold War messages regarding the 

primitive nature of communism. One would expect Meslay’s observations in a national 

Catholic publication in 1960s America. These dramatic firsthand accounts supported the 

United States motivation to help Cubans, and especially Cuban children, escape these
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Figure 1. The above cartoon illustrates religious and social attitudes toward communism 
and the vulnerability of Cuban children. The cartoon depicts Nikita Khrushchev’s proud 
display of his “Latino nephews”—a pun on the increased role of the Soviet Union in 
Latin America. Media displays such as this promoted Americans, and specifically 
Montana Catholics, to take action. {Montana Catholic Register, 2 March 1962, 6)
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destitute conditions. Reports in local and national media sources promoted the necessity 

of Cuban immigration and exile to the United States. Reinforced by the tension of the 

Cold War, Americans responded to new federal programs for Cuban refugees.

As early as March 1961, the Montana Catholic Register, published by the Diocese 

of Helena, told Montana Catholics that it was their duty to aid Cuban refugees.28 The 

Montana Catholic Register exemplifies how the media prepared the region to host Cuban 

youths. Catholic media sources continued to spotlight Castro’s opposition to all religion, 

persecution of Catholic religious and laity, and his communist indoctrination of Cuban 

children. Bishop Coleman F. Carroll of the Diocese of Miami stated, “There is much the 

government will not and can not do . .. [private agencies must] shoulder the rest of the 

burden and give emergency care.”29 As reported in the Montana Catholic Register, this 

tension resulted in several incidents of violence between Castro supporters and Cuban 

Catholics. Cuban bishops warned “Catholic schools and colleges of allowing Castro 

agents into their schools under the guise of official inspectors from the Ministry of 

Education, or as members of a youth organization.”30

The Montana Catholic Register continued to shape public opinion for the first 

several months of 1961 with reports of church closures by Castro officials. Additionally, 

reports included the jailing of American and Canadian priests, as well as Cuban clergy 

members who openly spoke against Castro’s government. Stories of Catholic laity and 

their entire families facing jail time for their religious and political beliefs also made 

headlines. In light of these frustrating events, Monsignor Daniel Harrington, director of 

Montana Catholic Charities, solicited an advertisement in the Register in early July 1961 

asking families to offer their homes to exiled Cuban children who were soon to arrive in
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Figure 2. Cuban students who arrived in Helena varied in age from elementary to high 
school. Above a group of Cuban high school students arrive in Helena where they were 
greeted by James Flanagan, a representative from Montana Catholic Charities, and an 
unidentified Cuban Carroll College student. (Photograph File “XXI Miscellaneous 
Groups—Cuban Refugees,” Diocese of Helena Archives, Helena, MT)
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Helena. Harrington stated, “To hearken to the need of these Cuban youths at this critical 

time is not only a real act of charity, but true patriotism at its best.”32 By November 

1961, forty-five Cuban youths had arrived in Helena, with more on the way as soon as 

families were willing to host them. 33 The secretive nature of the program is apparent in 

the Montana Catholic Register where it was noted that no interviews were granted or 

pictures allowed in an attempt to protect parents and relatives still in Cuba.34 Likewise, 

Katherine B. Oettinger, Federal Children’s Bureau Chief, stated, “No publicity should be 

given to this program since it would inhibit the possibility of other Cuban children 

coming to this country. Any publicity might endanger families and relatives.”35

Local church officials, in addition to media sources, played an important role in 

shaping public opinion toward the Cuban Children’s Program. In January 1962, 

Monsignor Harrington reported further on Cuban youths in Helena at a local Kiwanis 

Club meeting. Harrington insisted that these children were not refugees or orphans 

because all but thirty of the more than one hundred children in Montana had been placed 

with foster families. He also detailed the values that these children were learning while 

living in the United States, including the notion that human rights came from God and not 

the state, the need for a middle class in Cuba, and the importance of lessons learned while 

living in American homes.36 The leadership of Diocesan clergy and reports from 

Catholic media sources both warned of hardships in Cuba, further preparing local 

communities to welcome refugee children.

The political and moral desires of government, church, and media officials were 

representative of Cold War social attitudes toward communism. Though religious 

publications such as America and the Montana Catholic Register perpetuated the
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“godless” nature of communism, secular media sources such as the New York Times 

played an important role in shaping public opinion toward Castro during the early stages 

of outright revolution, before his intentions were made clear. American government 

propaganda in Cuba, in addition to domestic media circulations, helped pave the way for 

the transfer of Cuban children to American foster families. While one source might be 

considered coercive and the other humanitarian, both reflect Americans’ social and 

religious dedication to fight communism. Not only did the United States welcome these 

refugee children as a way of undermining Castro and communism, but the same children 

benefited from the educational and social advantages that they found in the United States.
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CHAPTER THREE

RELIGIOUS COMMITMENT TO THE IMPERFECT 
PROGRAM OF CUBAN REFUGEE CHILDREN 

IN THE DIOCESE OF HELENA

The purpose of the Cuban Children ’s program is to provide care and protection for 
Cuban children who are in the United States without their parents. This purpose 

requires a corresponding willingness on the part of the young person receiving the help 
to follow the rules and regulations of the program and any special instructions which 

may be given from time to time by those in charge of the program.1 
Monsignor Bryan O. Walsh

Though a variety of local and national media sources prepared the Western 

Diocese of Helena to host Cuban refugee children, the program in Montana was not so 

easily established. Services provided to unaccompanied Cuban children through out the 

United States were outlined in contract material between the Florida Department of 

Public Welfare and the federal government. An unaccompanied Cuban refugee child was 

defined as any child in the Miami area whose parent or relative could not provide care 

and supervision. Children also had to meet the federal government’s definition of a 

refugee. Though a formal plan was prepared, it involved an immense bureaucracy. The 

effort required a vast networking of public and private agencies from across the nation. 

Problems of geographic distance, understaffed agencies, and ideological concerns were a 

few of the burdens that Montana officials faced; yet, fueled by a sense of religious and 

political obligation, the program in Montana continued with relative success.



Despite the challenges faced by local officials, the program in Montana hosted 

more Cuban youths than most other states that participated. The strong role of the 

Catholic Church in Montana may have provided a combination of religious and political 

motives for Montana Catholics to become involved with the program. Catholicism has 

been the state’s dominant religion since the late nineteenth century and has shaped 

Montana social history. Due to the large number of Irish immigrants in western 

Montana, the state recorded a seventy-four percent Catholic population, twice the 

national percentage, in a 1906 federal religion census.2 By 1970, an estimated seventy 

thousand Catholics lived in the Diocese of Helena.3 These numbers symbolize the 

permanence of Catholicism in Montana. National and local Catholic media sources 

offered numerous reasons for Catholics in Montana to host Cuban refugee children. 

Because the Catholic Welfare Bureau first organized the program, it is possible that 

Catholics in Montana opened their homes to so many Cuban youths out of religious 

commitment. The program in Montana clearly represents the two main motivations for 

hosting Cuban youths—the first was collaboration with the federal government and 

Florida state agencies to aid in the United States Cold War fight against communism. 

Second, this action on the part of concerned Montana Catholics also fulfilled a sense of 

religious obligation stemming from the leadership of the Catholic Church and its own 

fight against “atheistic communism.”4

Bishop Joseph Gilmore and Monsignor Daniel Harrington welcomed nearly one 

hundred forty Cuban youths to the Diocese of Helena in the early 1960s.5 Several 

children were first housed at St. Joseph’s Home, founded in 1892 and operated by the 

Diocese and the Sisters of Charity of Leavenworth.6 In late summer 1962, there were
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Figure 3. Monsignor Daniel B. Harrington, director of Montana Catholic Charities, Inc 
was the key organizer of the program for unaccompanied Cuban children in the Diocese 
of Helena. Above, he is picture with four Cuban students including Ana Plasencia, the 
second from left. (Photograph File “XXI Miscellaneous Groups—Cuban Refugees,” 
Diocese of Helena Archives, Helena, MT)
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only ten children at St. Joseph’s when several Cuban youths arrived in Helena from 

August through January 1963.7 In most cases, girls were housed at St. Joseph’s and boys 

lived in Brondel Hall, also operated by the Diocese of Helena. Built in 1904, Brondel 

Hall was purchased by the Diocese in the early 1960s and named in honor of Right 

Reverent John B. Brondel, the Diocese of Helena’s first bishop from 1883 to 1903.8 

From these homes, nearly all children were placed with foster families throughout 

western Montana. By 1962, nearly one hundred forty Cuban children had arrived in 

Helena. Seventy were placed in foster homes, thirty-six lived in Brondel Hall or at St. 

Joseph’s Home, and ten awaited placement. Fourteen Cuban refugees were already 

reunited with their parents or other relatives.9 Adjustment to this new life in the United 

States was indeed difficult, especially for children who had never seen snow or felt 

Montana’s bitter cold winters. Political exile posed many new challenges for Cuban 

children across the country, but this was especially the case in Montana, a region vastly

different from their native Cuba.

Though local and national officials’ concern for the welfare of these children is

apparent, other circumstances were difficult for children and reflected the cultural fears 

of communism. For example, in some cases, brothers and sisters were separated from 

each other, most often for age or gender reasons.10 This included Ana Plasencia who was 

placed with a family in Helena while her sister lived with a family several hours away in 

Judith Gap, Montana.11 Additionally, the Montana Department of Public Service initially 

refused to accept non-Catholic children because it feared that they were more susceptible 

to Castro’s communist indoctrination while in Cuba.12 While the intentions of officials in 

Montana remain unclear, correspondence suggests that a distinction was made between
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Figure 4. Many Cuban refugee children attended Catholic schools in Helena and other 
Montana cities. Pictured above are Ana Plasencia (right) and her friend Ada wearing 
school uniforms. (Photograph File “XXI Miscellaneous Groups—Cuban Refugees,” 
Diocese of Helena Archives, Helena, MT)
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Catholic and Protestant refugee children. While the number of Catholic children who 

arrived from Cuba remained at approximately ninety-five percent, the numbers of Jewish, 

Protestant and “nonsectarian” children began to rise. The Montana Department of Public 

Welfare feared the placement of a large number of nonsectarian children in the state. 

Decisions about who to accept were left up to each state, but not without criticism. In 

response to Montana’s fear of indoctrinated youths, national officials were quick to point 

out that Cuban parents were sending their children to the United States to escape 

indoctrination. Though the mentality of national officials might have been in tension 

with local officials regarding religious preference, some states required by law “that 

children be placed with families or in institutions of the same religion as the child.”14 In 

an April 1962 decision, the Montana Department of Public Welfare concluded, “no 

information could be obtained concerning how these [non-Catholic] children were 

screened and if they were Communistically oriented the Board felt that under no 

circumstances should they be imported into the state.” The report also included that the 

more than one hundred refugee children in Montana were under the control of Montana 

Catholic Charities, which was responsible for screening and sending back any communist 

oriented youth.15 Though these circumstances occurred, they reflect the social obstacles 

that local and national officials faced.

One important challenge for these refugee children was adapting to a new culture 

without their parents or families. Once the children arrived in Helena, local students 

attempted to make them feel more at home. One example of this included a group of 

Carroll College and Helena High School students who helped several Cuban children 

with their English. Arturo Rodriquez, who in 1961 was a senior at Carroll College,
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started this program. A Cuban himself, Rodriguez viewed it as his duty to help his fellow 

Cubans as they escaped the tyranny of Castro’s government.16 Students from Helena 

taught English lessons at St. Joseph’s Home to the twenty Cuban youth ranging in age 

from eight to twelve who had not yet been placed with foster families. In a 1961 

interview, Carroll College sophomore Edilberto Alonzo commented, “Little did I ever 

think that I from Panama would be teaching English in America to Cuban children who 

speak my native tongue. I am proud to have a part in the project which will help 

freedom-loving people.”17 Those from Carroll College were all native Spanish speakers, 

as were two from Helena High School; seven others from Helena High had studied 

Spanish extensively.18 This endeavor represents the interest of the Helena community in 

aiding these Cuban youths. Additionally, this system of English instruction illustrates 

how other immigrants from Latin America helped this new refugee community in

Montana.

Food and weather were also points of contention between Cuban children and 

their foster families. To some foster families, it seemed that Cuban children disliked any 

diet that strayed from meat, black beans, and sugar. Many refugee children complained 

about eating vegetables.19 While children in Miami shelters were offered food that was at 

least somewhat familiar to them, others in such distant places as Montana had to adapt to 

a new diet. Weather was also an issue for children, especially in Montana where the 

seasons differ drastically from Cuba. Ana Plasencia commented, “[Upon our arrival] it 

was snowing. The Sisters of Charity were there to meet us. A nun gave a speech in the 

snow. It was very cold and we had on only light sweaters.”20 Circumstances such as
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these uniquely shaped Montana’s refugee children and offered them an experience unlike

most other Cuban refugees in the United States.

The arrival of Cuban refugee children was not only a new experience for the

children, but for their American foster families as well. Margaret O’Connor was in the 

fifth grade when her parents, Michael and Mary O’Connor, decided to host two Cuban 

students, Ricki and Geri. While Michael O’Connor was the editor the Helena

Independent Record, Mary worked closely with the St. Joseph’s orphanage, helping the 

youngest children at the orphanage who needed full-time adult care. Mary worked at the 

orphanage when the Cubans arrived in 1961. Though a majority of Cuban children left 

the orphanage to live with foster families throughout the western Diocese, others were 

connected with families in Helena to visit on a part-time basis. Ricki and Geri first 

visited the O’Connor family for dinner on the weekends, and over time, started staying 

overnight on the weekends as well. As a foster sibling, Margaret was thrilled that Ricki 

and Geri came to live with her family, especially since they had become acquainted 

through their weekend visits. Ricki and Geri enabled Margaret and her other siblings to 

do activities that previously their parents had not allowed. This included music lessons, 

largely because Ricki and Geri were already musically talented. Because three of 

Margaret’s siblings were significantly older, she was especially excited for Ricki and 

Geri to live with her family because they were much closer to her own age.21 In this, and 

other cases, Cuban children enhanced the childhood experiences for many Montana

children.

Oscar and Reinaldo Fong’s experience as Cuban refugee children is one anomaly 

of the program in the Diocese of Helena. Though these brothers were bom in Cuba, their
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parents were Chinese. In approximately 1918, the Fongs’ father, Oscar, immigrated to 

Cuba where he first worked in the house of an American sugar executive, but later 

became a successful hotel entrepreneur. After establishing a successful business, Oscar 

Fong, Sr., married Josefa Wong in 1951.22 Oscar junior and his older brother Reinaldo 

were bom in Havana, but the family later moved to Varadero, one of Cuba’s premier 

vacation destinations. Despite the Fong family’s success, the events of Castro’s 

revolution encouraged Oscar and Josefa to send their sons to the United States. Oscar 

Fong, Jr., arrived in Miami on July 14, 1962—the day of his eighth birthday. Both 

brothers lived at the Florida City temporary camp for approximately one month before 

they were transported to the St. Joseph’s orphanage in Helena. The Fong brothers lived 

at the orphanage for three years until it closed in 1965. Though the orphanage closed, 

Oscar and Reinaldo’s experience in Montana was far from over.23

Jack and Carol Oberweiser, parents to seven of their own children, opened their

home to Oscar and Reinaldo in 1965. The brothers attended school at St. Paul’s in

Anaconda, Montana, and though they were the only Chinese in town, the Anaconda 

community and the Oberweiser family helped them feel welcome. The brothers enjoyed 

baseball, football, and other activities with the Oberweiser children for approximately 

one year before they were reunited with their parents in Los Angeles. In the four years 

that the Oscar and Reinaldo were separated from their parents, Oscar noted that the time 

he spent in Montana was the easiest. The structure of St. Joseph’s and the generous 

nature of the Oberweiser family offered Oscar a positive experience in Montana as a part 

of this program for Cuban refugee children. Perhaps as a sign of the positive nature of
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Figure 5. Baseball was one of the hobbies that Cubans brought with them. Here Cuban 
boys play baseball as St. Joseph’s orphanage. (Photograph File “XXI Miscellaneous 
Groups—Cuban Refugees,” Diocese of Helena Archives, Helena, MT)

Figure 6. Cuban refugee children enjoyed the same activities as their American foster 
siblings. Pictured above are Victor and Andres (left and right), with their host brother 
Paul Diener in the center. (Photograph File “XXI Miscellaneous Groups—Cuban 
Refugees,” Diocese of Helena Archives, Helena, MT)
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Oscar’s experience in Montana, he only realized that he was a part of the Cuban 

Children’s program within the past year.24 Oscar Fong’s experience parallels one of his 

foster brothers, Jack Oberweiser, as both men enjoyed their childhood time together and 

remain in contact today.

Jack was in high school when Oscar and Reinaldo came to live with his family. 

His first memory of the event was listening to a local priest ask for families to host Cuban 

refugee children. According to Jack, if his mother had known that Oscar and Reinaldo 

had already lived at St. Joseph’s for three years, she would have been in Helena much

sooner. At the time that these brothers came to live with the Oberweisers, Jim, brother of 

Jack, was the same age as then twelve-year-old Oscar. As Jack recounts, they became the 

best of friends and keep in close contact today. The family was happy for Oscar and 

Reinaldo when their parents arrived in Los Angeles, but it was indeed hard to give them 

up. The Oberweiser family and Oscar Fong serve as an example of success for the 

program in Montana. Likewise, the O’Connor and Oberweiser families illustrate the 

lifelong impact of hosting these Cuban refugee children, not only for Cubans, but also for

their American foster families.

Though Montana families and former Cuban refugee children have described the 

positive experience that they had together, for many children the situation was confusing 

and frightening at first. Due to children’s fears, and the difficulties for parents who sent 

their children away, many parents made up stories to tell them. This was an attempt to 

limit the fear, yet many still arrived afraid and confused. Mario Toca and others were 

told that they would only have to stay in the United States for three months. Toca’s
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Figure 7. Though taking on Cuban foster children resulted in more work for many 
families, it was often a sense of religious obligation that compelled them to do so. It is 
unclear in the above picture how many of these young boys are Cuban, but they 
undoubtedly added extra work for their parents. (Photograph File “XXI Miscellaneous 
Groups—Cuban Refugees,” Diocese of Helena Archives, Helena, MT)
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parents sent him to Florida when he was fourteen years old, where he first arrived at a 

temporary camp. In Florida, there were three main camps renovated to house Cuban 

children. Florida City housed boys and girls under nine years old, Kendall Hall housed 

boys ages ten to fourteen, and Camp Matecumbe housed boys fourteen and older.26 Upon 

his arrival in Florida, Toca described the temporary camps simply as “hell—an example 

of survival of the fittest.”27 Toca lived at Camp Matecumbe. Designed to house one 

hundred, nearly four hundred students lived in cabins and tents while he was there.28 

Despite Toca’s understanding of three months in the United States, he arrived in Florida 

on April 2, 1962, and was later transported to Helena on August 22.29

Most of the children who participated in the program were from middle to upper 

middle class families in Cuba. Due to the social status of many Cuban families who sent 

their children to the United States, many children had not been previously expected to do 

household chores. For example, Mario Toca’s father worked as a representative for 

Hollywood’s MGM in Cuba for thirty years and his mother worked as an elementary 

school principal.30 Monsignor Harrington realized this and acknowledged that the best 

thing these children could learn in American households was the value of work.31 Yet for 

some Cuban children physical labor was considered degrading.32 Though not specifically 

the case in Helena, some children sensed exploitation when asked to help with routine 

household chores. To some, the fear existed that they would be manipulated into 

becoming household servants. Teenage boys were especially reluctant to help with 

chores. This resentment was more common among the youths who stayed in the greater 

Miami area, who could somewhat escape the pressure to fit into a completely new 

society. In cases where smaller numbers of youths were spread out and separated from
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each other, as was the case in the Helena Diocese, the obstinacy over chores was less of a 

problem.34

In October 1961, officials in Florida met to discuss the status of unaccompanied 

Cuban children in the United States and assess the problems that had arisen as local 

community pressures increased. Due to the growing numbers of child refugees between 

March and October, and subsequent expansion of the program, networking and 

communication among various agencies was also a challenge.35 To mediate these 

challenges between the local and national levels, Montana Senator Mike Mansfield, the 

Senate majority leader, served as an important resource for concerned Montanans 

regarding the organizational and funding difficulties that the program in Montana faced.

One case that exemplifies Mansfield’s role in the program involved Oscar M. 

Torres, a high school age Cuban student in Whitefish, Montana. Russell Giesy, principal 

of Whitefish High School, wrote an appeal to Senator Mansfield on Torres’ behalf.

Torres was sent back to Florida in June 1962 due to allegations by program officials that 

“he had great difficulty in accepting direction from his foster parents.”36 Giesy alleged 

that the officials in charge of the program from the Diocese of Helena had not adequately 

investigated the boy’s foster family before they sent him back to Florida. Despite appeals 

to Monsignor Harrington to assess Torres’ foster family situation, Torres was promptly 

returned to live in the overcrowded temporary camps. Though the Draegers, another 

Whitefish family, wanted Torres to live with them, graduate from high school, and later 

attend Carroll College, “. .. Harrington turned a deaf ear to all pleas.”37 In a letter to a 

friend in Whitefish, Torres described the conditions he found once he returned to Florida. 

He wrote, “You knew how Matacumbe was when you and I were here. There were only
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180 kids .... [T]here are know [szc] 431. I’m sleeping in a tent on the floor without a 

pillow and the mosquitoes are awful. Every time I try to speak English they [other Cuban 

youths] don’t do it.... Another thing they [officials in Montana] believe that I am a 

delicuent [sz'c], they say that they throw me out of there because I behave so bad .... 

Maria don’t forget this letter [,] you can help me ... talk with everyone you can. Try to 

help me please.”38

In another letter to Senator Mansfield, Russell Giesy briefly described the

structure and organization of placing Cuban refugee youths in Whitefish. According to

Giesy, the Diocese of Helena hosted approximately one hundred thirty students compared

to the forty to fifty hosted by other Catholic dioceses around the country. Giesy also

noted that those other dioceses, which hosted fewer Cuban refugee students, were

equipped with more social workers and served a smaller geographic region. For the

Western Diocese of Helena, an area of approximately fifty-thousand square miles, only

one social worker was in charge of foster home placements and supervision. According

to Giesy, “Because of the distances to travel and the number of children in Western

Montana, we feel the problems encountered in Whitefish are a result of inadequate staff,

and trying to do more than can be done well.”39 Giesy continued,

We realize the worthiness of this cause. We also realize that one social worker 
for the number in Western Montana is insufficient. We feel that some poor 
decisions have been made because of this lack of adequate supervision and 
administration. For example, one of the boys from here was sent back to Miami 
because he did not get along where he stayed. However, this boy graduated 
among the top ten in his senior class. He was no problem in school. His request 
to be moved from one family to another was not granted because the Monsignor 
felt it would disrupt the entire program. This was not discussed with the teachers, 
nor others who knew him well.40
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Edith Miller, a math teacher at Whitefish High School, also wrote a letter on behalf of 

Oscar. Not only did she write of Oscar’s superior ability in her advanced mathematics 

class, but she also included a response from Monsignor Harrington regarding Oscar’s 

deportation back to Florida. She wrote, “On the Wednesday] morning before Oscar left, 

I finally reached Father Harrington by phone and asked him to delay sending the boy 

back to Miami until he had investigated. He refused by saying it was a holiday and was 

not going to be in his office. Also he reminded me that these were not American children 

but Cuban.”41

On June 22, Senator Mansfield forwarded the concerns of Whitefish school

officials to Abraham Ribicoff and the Department of Heath, Education, and Welfare 

(HEW). The Department replied to Mansfield with a report compiled by the Florida and 

Montana Departments of Public Welfare and Monsignor Walsh. Contrary to Whitefish 

school officials, the report told a different story of Oscar Torres. According to these 

agencies, Oscar was not returned to Miami without warning. Despite Monsignor 

Harrington’s warnings, Oscar continued to have problems with his foster family. While 

the Draeger family in Whitefish offered to take Oscar in, “the Montana agency, knowing 

Oscar and the Draegers, made the decision that it would not be in Oscar’s best interest for 

him to be placed with them—a decision not acceptable to the people favoring this 

proposed placement.”42 Officials argued that Oscar was not mistreated at Matecumbe 

and that he was not labeled a delinquent. Also, it was made clear that he was not thrown 

out of the program, but that officials were helping him make plans to attend college in 

Lacrosse, Wisconsin.43 The report also emphasized HEW’s confidence in the Montana 

Department of Public Welfare and Montana Catholic Charities, Inc. Officials
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acknowledged the problem of too few social workers and stated that Harrington was in 

search of an additional staff member. Likewise, Harrington also had an assistant director 

for each of the five areas of the diocese.44 Though Whitefish educators and officials in 

charge of Cuban children offered somewhat different stories regarding Oscar Torres and 

the program in Montana, it remains clear that the Cuban refugee program in Montana was 

not perfect.

Along with the problems of staff and organization, some Montanans were 

concerned about the cost of these refugee students. In terms of money, each child was 

allotted $6.50 per day when living in group care facilities such as an orphanage and $5.50 

per day when placed with a foster family. These rates were intended to cover room, 

board, clothing, medical and dental care, incidental expenses, and administrative costs. 

Funds were also provided for special services such as psychiatric treatment and medical 

treatment for serious illness on a case-by-case basis. These formal agreements, as well as 

other terms and conditions, went into effect on March 1, 1961, and were to remain in 

effect on a temporary basis as outlined by President Kennedy in February of that year.45 

Senator Mansfield received several letters from constituents about the national cost of the

program. In one such letter, Mrs. Joe Bjomstad from Whitefish wrote, “I’ll get right to 

the point: if, how, and why are we (the federal government) paying $6.00 a head for 100 

Cuban children brought to Boston to live temporarily in a Catholic institution^] I refer 

to an article released in the UPI [United Press International] .... If it’s possible to cut 

governmental red tape to give them $6.00 a day then why can’t the needy children of our 

own country get the same benefits^]”46 In a reply to Senator Mansfield, a spokesperson 

from the Cuban Refugee Program stated that the story from Boston was misleading.
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According to the Florida Department of Public Welfare, there were no plans at the time to 

send refugees to Massachusetts.47 Though the original newspaper account of the story 

might have been misleading, Mrs. Bjomstad’s questions reflected the attitudes that 

existed among opponents to the program of hosting Cuban refugee children.

Other complaints about funding the program came from foster parents 

themselves. Mrs. Max Da Silva of Helena first wrote to Secretary Abraham Ribicoff.

She asked, “I would like some information about the program for Cuban refugees who 

are placed in private homes. May I have this information from your office—and not from 

Catholic Charities or whatever office actually sponsors the placement of these children.

If you are not able to give me this information, I shall keep writing until perhaps our good 

President himself will answer my inquiries.”48 Mrs. Da Silva’s specific questions 

regarded the funding of care for refugee children, the daily allotment per child, and the

payment of medical bills. Her letter was forwarded to Mildred Arnold, a HEW 

representative, who sent to her a prepared statement answering her financial questions. 

Mrs. Da Silva then replied, . . may I have the reason why a foster parent actually 

receives only $2.50 per day? (I’m speaking of the situation locally—here in Helena 

Montana)[.] Ican assure you my information is correct as I am a foster parent of a Cuban 

refugee . . We want to know exactly where the $2.50 goes that was originally set aside

for foster family care .... I am most certainly not anti-Catholic as indeed I happen to be 

Catholic myself. I merely want to know as there appears to be a ... waste.”49 The 

confusion caused by the multiple layers of government bureaucracy surrounding the 

program appears throughout such correspondence. Yet another official responded to 

Mrs. Da Silva, consultant Lucille Batson, who wrote that some foster care agencies

52



withheld money from the per-child allotment to cover such expenses as clothing, school, 

medical, and dental care. Da Silva was referred to the Florida Department of Public 

Welfare, an agency that could more specifically answer her questions about the 

arrangement for children in Montana.50

Based upon the correspondence, Mrs. Da Silva’s situation remains unclear. There 

is little evidence to suggest that the missing $2.50 went for miscellaneous expenses. This 

is especially the case in light of Mrs. Da Silva’s first questions about the funding of the 

program and specifically whose responsibility it was to pay health care costs. Either the 

program in Helena was poorly defined to Mrs. Da Silva, or the full amount that she was 

to receive to cover the cost of a foster child never reached her. It is possible that due to 

the vast networking required to facilitate this program, money could have been misplaced 

or correspondence left unclear. In Mrs. Da Silva’s case, the problem cannot be due to 

geographical distance (because Montana Catholic Charities was located in Helena), but 

perhaps due to miscommunication. Whatever the reason, there existed public concern in 

Montana over the allocation of funds to support Cuban refugee youths.

Suspicions of mismanaged funds, understaffed state welfare agencies, and 

disinterested local officials did not stop Montana from hosting nearly one hundred forty 

Cuban youths. Montana was indeed a great distance from the Florida epicenter of this 

movement, requiring additional transportation and administrative costs. In many ways, 

both before Cubans arrived in Helena and after they were sent to foster families 

throughout the diocese, Montana was an ill-equipped location for this program. On the 

surface, it appears odd that a rural state like Montana would have been chosen by the 

federal government to participate in the transfer of exiled Cuban youths. Despite the
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circumstances that made Montana an unlikely region, one must consider the state’s 

Catholic social pulse. Given the local and national Catholic media sources that shaped 

social attitudes toward communism and highlighted Castro’s persecution of Cuban 

Catholics, Montana’s role in this unique Cold War program seems obvious. While the 

realities of the Cold War continued to shape American social attitudes, the Catholic 

nature of specific regions within the United States magnified the opposition to 

communism in a different way than other communities. Not only was hosting Cuban 

refugee students an act of patriotism, but it was also a matter of faith and commitment to 

a persecuted religion.
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CHAPTER FOUR

REFUGEE STATUS AND DISTINCT SOCIAL PRIVILEGES 
FOR CUBAN CHILDREN AND ADULTS

The flight from the oppression and tyranny of the Castro regime by large numbers of 
Cuban people to the United States is stirring testimony to their faith in the determination

of the Americas to preserve freedom and justice.1 Abraham Ribicoff 

Despite the United States government’s initial refusal to take military action

against Castro, the objective to undermine Castro’s regime was clear. In May 1961 the 

National Security Council agreed that all United States policies toward Cuba “should aim 

at the downfall of Castro.”2 With Secretary Abraham Ribicoff and the Department of 

Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) already in charge of the Cuban refugee program, 

it was agreed that “Cuban nationals . . . holding U.S. visitors’ visas [would] be given 

refugee status and assisted, under a program to be developed and directed by the 

Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare, in carrying on their former occupations.”3 

Refugees who arrived in Miami were encouraged to move to other regions of the country 

to ease their impact on the local economy and increase popular American support for 

their arrival. Refugee status enabled Cubans to apply for special travel privileges and for 

citizenship.4 Accommodations for Cuban exiles were offered to Cuban nationals in light 

of the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in April of 1961 and as a part of the United States 

government’s attempt to undermine Castro’s government.

The CIA viewed the exodus of Cuban children as strategic to its plan during the 

preparatory stages for the Bay of Pigs invasion. This offers at least some explanation for



the ease with which the United States approved Monsignor Walsh and James Baker’s 

visa waiver program for Cuban students. Cuban parents recruited by the CIA to help 

with the Bay of Pigs were first offered this option following the unsuccessful invasion. 

Because the United States trained these Cuban nationals to invade their own country, 

many parents feared that their involvement would result in harm to their children. 

Protection for Cuban children helped ensure their parents’ commitment.5 According to 

Walsh, the momentum and interest that the government showed in the first few months of 

Operation Pedro Pan was enough to sustain the program until the 1962 Cuban Missile 

Crisis. Though the Bay of Pigs invasion ended unsuccessfully, and the United States lost 

interest to some extent in the exodus of these Cuban children, the program continued 

until the last possible moment when the Cuban Missile Crisis proved to be a turning point 

in the Cold War and drastically altered diplomacy between the United States and Cuba. 

While Walsh and Baker promoted humanitarian concerns, the evacuation of Cuban 

children was also in line with American foreign policy toward Cuba during the early 

1960s.6

Though several political motives guided the United States government, the entire 

process of hosting these Cuban nationals was outwardly considered humanitarian. Early 

accommodations for Cuban political exiles were also regarded as temporary. Despite 

this, Cubans were eligible to find jobs, a privilege generally granted only to those seeking 

permanent citizenship. The United States government agreed to pay for transportation 

costs back to Cuba when political conditions on the island were stable enough for them to 

return. The United States policies were considered an attempt to form a successful group 

of Cubans who could return to Cuba and take over after Castro’s presumed failure. In
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turn, this group of refugees would encourage friendly relations between the United States 

and Cuba.7

Both the United States and Cuba benefited from the transport of Cuban refugees. 

The United States was committed to establishing a firm anti-Castro community in the 

United States. This community was sure to remain dedicated to a once-again-democratic 

Cuba. Provisions for this community are reflected in the Cuban Refugee Program and 

the Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s Program. Though the United States’ 

actions in this story could be considered manipulative, that does not negate Walsh and

Baker’s humanitarian concerns for the livelihood of Cuban children. The xAmerican 

government took advantage of a situation that already existed.8 The program also 

eliminated a portion of Castro’s opposition as Cubans relocated to the United States. The 

brain drain resulted in a sort of cleansing for Castro. Castro only clamped down on 

emigration years later when the loss of skilled people began to take its toll. Furthermore, 

Castro had diplomatic concerns to consider. While his image had improved as a result of 

the Bay of Pigs invasion, he was still concerned with his image in the world. Action 

against the exodus could have appeared especially totalitarian.9 Walsh and Baker’s 

humanitarian action was certainly in line with American foreign policy, but at the same 

time, it benefited Castro.

Refugee status ensured Cuban nationals many more benefits than other Latin 

American immigrants to the United States; however, the American government also 

continued to gain from this scenario. Even though encouraging Cuban nationals to 

relocate to the United States resulted in some strategic gain, it was not without tension. 

The structure of the refugee program enabled the American government to control Cuban
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exiles, at least to a certain degree; however, the fear remained that Castro supporters and 

agents could use their freedom to move about the United States. Ribicoff and others were 

in charge of monitoring the situation and deporting suspected Castro sympathizers.10

In addition, state economic assistance in Florida caused dissention between 

American citizens and Cuban refugees. In 1959, Florida ranked forty-seventh in the 

nation in the distribution of welfare funds per resident. The maximum amount offered to 

a family with dependent children was eighty-one dollars per month. For Cubans, a single 

person was given seventy-three dollars per month and a married couple without children 

received one hundred dollars. Cuban refugees were also the first to receive government- 

surplus food—before needy Americans. Other local citizens were not offered the same 

job training as Cubans, nor were their relocation to areas with more jobs paid for by the 

federal government.11 As Abraham Ribicoff and HEW encouraged Cuban nationals to 

continue their skilled professions in the United States, he was also in charge of 

monitoring the labor situation in key areas such as Miami. While national media sources 

supported the Cubans’ arrival and celebrated their middle class values and ideals, many 

Miamians were frustrated that their city had to support this new group. Citizens 

complained of losing jobs to Cubans who were willing to work for lower wages. Cuban 

women were especially quick to find work because they were often paid less than Cuban 

men.12

American policy makers believed that the strongest evidence for failure of the 

Cuban revolution was reflected in the desire of middle class Cuban professionals to leave 

Cuba in search of more favorable social and economic conditions. Though the United 

States government considered its actions a temporary solution to political conditions in
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Cuba, it was also prepared to accommodate Cuban political exiles in an unprecedented 

way. The United States government offered an easy way to leave Cuba through two 

distinct forms of the visa waiver program. The first was through Father Walsh and the 

Cuban Children’s Program, and the second was organized through the Cuban 

underground. Both programs offered individuals, such as Penny Powers and 

Monsignor Walsh, the authority to grant visa waivers to refugees for travel to the United 

States. The work and policies of both the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations 

reflected the American government’s desire to undermine the principles of the Cuban 

revolution. Policies such as the visa waivers inspired even more Cubans to seek refuge in 

the United States.14

During summer 1961, the House Committee on the Judiciary agreed to amend the 

Immigration Act of 1960, giving the executive branch authority to resettle specific 

refugee groups. This included a special provision for refugees from communist 

dominated and occupied areas—namely Cubans.15 Soon, however, the visa waiver 

program and all policies toward Cuban refugees were called into question. Members of 

Congress questioned if in fact these refugees were escaping Cuba for economic rather 

than political reasons. Difficulty existed in defining the problem as either political or 

economic. There were also security issues to consider, as many continued to fear the 

infiltration of Cuban communists and Castro agents into the United States. The visa 

waiver program continued until Cold War tensions peaked during the October 1962 

Cuban Missile Crisis. Until then, when formal Cuban exile in the United States ended for 

a time, proponents of the visa waiver program argued that its most important feature was 

evacuating and saving children from Cuba, Castro and Communism. Likewise, the
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underground network of visa waivers also enabled Cuban parents to be reunited with 

their children sooner rather than later.16

Despite the controversy surrounding this Cuban community in the United States, 

the special refugee status offered to these Cuban exiles resulted in many more social and 

economic advantages than other Latin American immigrant communities. Life in the 

United States for Cuban immigrants and refugees was the main theme of editor Frank 

Bonilla’s work, Borderless Borders: U.S. Latinos, Latin Americans, and the Paradox of 

Interdependence. Bonilla and others assessed the aftermath of immigration to the United 

States for various Latino groups. Within Bonilla’s work, Patricia Fernandez-Kelly has 

written specifically about the difference between the successes of Cuban exiles and 

immigrants from other countries in Latin America.17 Cuban political refugees in the 

United States between 1959 and 1962 were fiercely anti-Castro. Most were from the 

middle and upper-middle class, well educated, and brought with them specific skills that 

were valuable to the American economy.18 These factors enabled Cuban exiles to form a 

successful immigrant community.19

When compared to immigrants from Mexico or Nicaragua, Cubans have fared 

much better in terms of housing, employment, and education opportunities.20 Edwin 

Melendez further credited the Cuban Refugee Program for the success of Cuban 

immigrants in the United States, as this program provided business and student loans, 

training in professional opportunities, and direct housing assistance. It is estimated that 

the U.S. government spent nearly $1 billion in aid to Cuban refugees through the Federal 

Cuban Refugee Program.21 Assistance of this nature was especially important for Cuban 

refugees who arrived later, between 1965 and 1973. This immigration movement
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differed from the political exile movement prior to the Cuban Missile Crisis. These 

refugees were generally less educated, blue-collar workers who left Cuba for distinctly 

economic rather than political reasons.22 It remains quite clear that the refugee status of 

these immigrants and the assistance of the Cuban Refugee Program have directly shaped 

the success of Cuban immigrants in comparison to other immigrant groups.

Though many programs were established to help Cuban exiles, many children and 

parents were still separated. The situation of unaccompanied Cuban children in the 

United States posed less of a concern than allowing Cuban exiles in the United States to 

return to visit family members on the island. The United States was committed to 

keeping Cuban refugees from returning to Cuba. This facilitated the need for more 

negotiations between the United States and Cuba. At first the Cuban government willing 

allowed refugees in the United States to return to the Cuban port of Camarioca to pick up 

their relatives. Approximately five thousand were evacuated from the island in private 

boats and rafts, but with twenty thousand more waiting to come to the United States, the 

federal government decided to intervene. In October 1965, President Lyndon Johnson 

helped negotiate an agreement which stated that Cuba would offer exit visas for parents if 

the United States agreed to pay for the transport of Cuban refugees.23 He established this 

new phase of United States policy in a speech at the base of the Statue of Liberty.

Johnson stated, “I declare to the people of Cuba that those who seek refuge here will find 

it. Our first concern will be with those Cubans who have been separated from children, 

parents, and husbands and wives now in this country.”24 Through these “freedom 

flights,” Helena students Ricki and Geri were reunited with their mother in California. 

This evacuation of Cuban nationals ended in 1973 as Castro began to acknowledge the
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impact that this exodus of more than 260,500 Cubans had on the economy and labor 

force.25

Though today’s Cuban Americans have benefited from federal polices aimed at 

helping political exiles, Cubans in areas such as Miami faced rampant discrimination. 

Refugee status perpetuated Cuban discrimination. As a result, the federal government 

provided even more services for this politically valuable community. Due to the apparent 

favoritism that the United States offered to this community, it created great animosity and 

tension between Cuban refugees and their American neighbors. This is one reason that 

officials in charge of Cuban refugees advocated their relocation to areas of the United 

States other than south Florida. In the early 1960s, “For Rent” signs commonly read “No 

Children, No Pets, No Cubans.”26 Just as children were relocated to such distant places 

as Helena, Montana, adult Cuban refugees were also encouraged and assisted in moving 

across the country. In addition to the organizations that helped relocate unaccompanied 

Cuban children, the U.S. Catholic Conference, Church World Service, the United HIAS 

(Hebrew Immigration Aid Society) Service, and the International Rescue Service also 

helped relocate Cuban families. The federal government paid refugee transportation 

costs while agencies helped find family housing and jobs for the head of each 

household.27

Despite the economic and educational advantages enjoyed by many Cubans who 

fled Cuba both immediately after the revolution and as a result of the “freedom flights,” 

once they arrived in the United States many still faced unemployment and

underemployment. Most middle class Cuban doctors, lawyers, and other professionals 

could not practice in the United States because they lacked state required licenses. Many

66



others did not speak English or could not find work in their fields of expertise. While 

some doctors and dentists practiced illegally and provided low cost services to their 

fellow Cubans, many professionals took service jobs as janitors, cooks, and 

dishwashers.28

The success of Cuban Americans has been mixed since their numbers increased in

the early 1960s. Especially in the South, Cuban professionals faced competition with 

white professionals. In many cases language made Cubans less competitive in business.

Cuban business and academic elites faced a demotion in social status in the United States.

They left behind social distinction in Cuba to face racism and discrimination in many 

American communities. Over time, the mix of Cuban social classes in the United States 

grew more diverse, representing more levels of Cuban society. The Cuban experience in 

the United States was not entirely new as they enjoyed such amenities as telephone and 

electric services with greater regularity than other Latin Americans. Due to American 

tourism in Cuba, generations of Cubans were exposed to American consumer products 

and services. Though Cuban Americans faced fierce competition from whites, they were 

accustomed to a higher standard of living than other Latin American immigrants. 

Combined with their education and professional skills, it is no wonder that Cubans 

succeeded, even if they might have socially ranked lower than white Americans. Only

through time did this group establish itself and embody the quintessential American

29success story.

Mario Toca and Ana Plasencia’s story is one specific example of the success of 

Cuban American political exiles and refugee children. Without diminishing the integrity 

and character of these Cuban immigrants, their story illustrates the opportunity that many

67



were afforded because of American Cold War policies. Though the two had not formally 

met, Ana Plasencia and Mario Toca traveled to Helena on August 22, 1962, as members 

of the Unaccompanied Cuban Children’s’ Refugee Program.30 Upon arriving in Helena, 

Toca lived at Brondel Hall, where conditions were better than they had been at the 

temporary camps in Florida; Plasencia was placed with a foster family. Toca attended 

Cathedral High School and graduated at age sixteen.31 After high school, Toca remained 

under the supervision of the Pedro Pan Program until age eighteen, and lived at Brondel 

Hall while he attended Carroll College and studied accounting. At eighteen, Toca, and 

indeed all Pedro Pans, became independent of the program and responsible for their own 

livelihood.32 In many ways Mario Toca, reflects the success of Cuban Americans in the 

United States as well as the aspirations of all immigrants to the United States.

Toca’s father was the first of his parents to travel to the United States. Initially, he 

went all the way to Helena, but decided to return to Florida after finding few job 

opportunities and suffering a brief illness.33 During the brief time that Toca’s father was 

in Helena, the former MGM executive found himself working in the kitchen at St. John’s 

hospital and later as a night watchman at Carroll College.34 Toca’s mother was detained 

in Cuba for an additional ten months, arriving in Miami in November 1965. Toca visited 

his parents in Miami during Christmas vacation of that year—seeing his mother for the 

first time in four years.35 Meanwhile, Plasencia’s parents arrived in Miami in 1966.

Soon thereafter she was reunited with them and completed her education in Florida.36 

According to Monsignor Walsh, by December 1, 1965, “some 197,000 fathers, mothers, 

brothers, sisters, sons, and daughters had been claimed by refugees living in the United 

States.”37
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After graduating from Carroll College, Toca returned to Miami where he married 

Ana Plasencia in 1968. Ironically, the two never met at Cathedral High School in 

Helena; their families introduced them in Miami. Simultaneously, Toca earned a position 

at a local accounting firm, but by 1969 a new Cold War reality emerged: the Vietnam 

War. As a result, Toca served in the Florida National Guard until 1974. During his 

service, Toca was called upon two specific times: jungle specialist training in Panama, 

and riot control at the 1972 Republican National Convention in Miami. According to 

Toca, his military experience was “very uneventful and very lucky considering the 

times.” During that time, Ana Toca also received her accounting degree and together 

the couple opened Toca and Company, a Miami accounting firm. Toca and Company’s 

bilingual abilities have garnered it clients from the United States, Argentina, and 

Venezuela. Mario also founded, and formerly served as director of, the Metro Bank of 

Dade County. Toca’s success cannot be credited solely to his experience in the Cuban 

Children’s Program. In similarity to many other Cuban refugees in the United States, the 

Tocas have worked hard and taken little for granted. Events in Cuba prior to their 

evacuation shaped them in their commitment to hard work and education.39
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CONCLUSION

Analysis of Cuban immigration and exile in the United States has evolved since 

the 1960s. Because the reason for Cuban political exile was first blamed on the 1959 

revolution, few considered American Cold War ambitions and policies. During the 

1970s, a greater emphasis was placed on American policies toward Cuba as an impetus 

for Cuban exile and immigration to the United States. Since that time, historians argue 

that the event was inspired by both elements.1 The Cuban revolution provided the United 

States with an opportunity. As Castro tightened political and social conditions on the 

island, thousands of Cubans wanted out. At the same time, Castro’s actions offered the 

United States the opportunity to maintain the Truman Doctrine and to fight communism 

directly and indirectly. Though events in Cuba never reached the proportion that other 

Cold War scenarios played out in Korea and Vietnam, American plans for Cuba remained 

clear. Through the evacuation of Cuban children, relaxed immigration standards for their 

parents, and federal housing and economic assistance, the United States fulfilled its desire 

to undermine the Castro regime. Since the end of the Cold War, it remains evident that 

the United States did not win the battle against communism in Cuba, yet Cuba Americans 

have been forever shaped by the desperate nature of these events.

The Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s Program played an important role 

in shaping the opportunities and character of the Cuban American community today. 

Participants such as Mario and Ana Toca continue to speak highly of their experience in



Montana and the opportunities that they have since been provided that would not have 

been available if they had stayed in Cuba. Clearly, the children of any society are what 

the society depends upon for continued success socially, culturally, and economically. 

Despite this, attitudes among former Pedro Pans remain mixed in terms of feelings 

toward their parents for sending them, disdain for Castro and the revolution that forced 

them to leave, and the experiences afforded them by the federal government. A majority 

of Pedro Pans whose opinions and attitudes have been formally recorded affirm the 

positive nature of the program and reiterate the long-held beliefs common to a variety of 

immigrant communities in the United States. These beliefs include the value of self- 

reliance, the necessity to adapt to change, and the importance of hard work.2

The opportunities provided to Cuban children fostered a later sequence of events. 

While supporting Cuban children for humanitarian purposes, the United States 

government was also quick to take advantage of the political value of this scenario. As a 

trade off for the support of Cuban children, the federal government relied on Cuban 

nationals to comprise an anti-Castro community in the United States and to execute the 

Bay of Pigs invasion. Though the federal government faced ridicule and criticism for its 

alleged favoritism of Cuban exiles, and for using their situation to its advantage, overall 

the event shaped the Cuban experience in the United States in a positive direction.
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