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“We Are All Highly Adventurous”

Fidel Castro and the Romance of the
White Guerrilla, 1957-1958

———

VAN GOSSE

>e THE COLD WAR’S HEIGHT in the late 1950s, a wide range of U.S.

citizens enthusiastically backed Fidel Castro’s 26th of July Revolution-
ary Movement. Beginning with Herbert L. Matthews’s famous F. ebruary
1957 articles in The New York Times, where he proved that “the rebel leader
of Cuba’s youth . . . is alive and fighting hard and successfully in the rugged,
almost impenetrable fastnesses of the Sierra Maestra,” Castro was lionized
by the U.S. press. Meanwhile fidelista Cuban exiles staged stateside demon-
strations and ran guns, and numerous young North Americans tried to get
into Cuba to fight alongside the picturesque guerrillas.!

This essay begins by considering some of the reasons why this episode
was ignored for several decades, placing the seemingly anomalous pro-
Castroism of the late 1950s within a longer historical tradition that predates
the Cold War. It then examines the types of North Americans who acted
upon their identification with the Cuban rebels—journalists, liberal mem-
bers of the “political public,” disaffected youth—and seeks to understand
the sources and meaning of their convictions.* Having specified who sup-
ported Castro and why, I concentrate upon the reasons why the Cuban Rev-
olution, of all the post-1945 third world insurgencies, achieved this singular
level of support in the United States, and how the character of “Yankee
fidelismo” changed after the revolutionary victory. New groups—specifi-
cally African Americans—found in Castro a champion both symbolic and
real, as others retreated in the face of intensifying U.S.-Cuban hostility.
What had been a mainstream, nonpolitical ethos of sympathy and admira-
tion rapidly evolved into a more isolated, New Leftist brand of activism,
leading to the founding of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee in early 1960.

238

FIDEL CASTRO AND THE WHITE GUERRILLA 239

The revolution was in power, and the romance was over—though perhaps
anew one was beginning.

The Pro-Insurgent Tradition

The sympathetic media coverage of 1957-58, the popular interest that this
coverage both reflected and stimulated, and a demonstrable North Ameri-
can presence within the ranks of the tiny Rebel Army all combine to form
a unique moment in High Cold War culture. At no other point in the post-
1945 period did so many ordinary Americans unabashedly embrace a for-
eign insurgency of fatigue-clad, gun-toting rebels. However, the public ar-
ticulation of pro-Castro sentiments was less remarkable at the time than in
retrospect, because in the 1950s there was still a residual familiarity with
the phenomenon of journalistically driven bandwagons for other peoples’
wars of liberation. This long-running custom stretched back to philo-
Jacobinism among Jeffersonians during the Republic’s earliest days. For the
next 150 years, Bolivar, Lafayette, von Steuben, Kosciuszko, Kossuth, Gari-
baldi, Judrez, Zapata, and even Villa were celebrated in sentimental texts
and, in the case of the latter three Mexican revolutionary figures, major
Hollywood films. Cuba, of course, was the subject of the most intensive
public campaign of all in the years leading up to the Spanish-American War,
when journalists like Richard Harding Davis produced eyewitness accounts
of Spanish atrocities and heroic Cuban resistance, and newspaper magnates
like William Randolph Hearst strenuously promoted a military intervention
on behalf of the oppressed Cuban people.?

The events of 1898, the Mexican Revolution of the *teens and twenties,
and even the tumult in a perpetually revolutionary Cuba during the thirties
all seemed much less “past” in the late 1950s than they would even a few
years later. The oft-evoked changing of the guard from Eisenhower, a young
officer in 1917-18, to Kennedy, a hero of the Second World War, had not
yet taken place. Thus, a reassuring sense of continuity underlay Castro’s
appeal. From 1957 through the first months of 1959, he appeared to be a
welcome extension of an established tradition rather than an aberration or
a threat.

Historians of the Cold War, to the extent that they are aware of this tradi-
tion, have assumed it to be anachronistic and irrelevant to events after 194s.
Though journalists and scholars are aware of Castro’s popularity in 1957-58,
in later years no one has given it more than passing, bemused comment. To
most observers, the pro-insurgent disposition vanished with the coming of
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the “national security state” under the aegis of NSC-68, and was replaced by
the manufactured celebration of quasi-reformist strongmen like Ngo Dinh
Diem in “South” Vietnam.*

There are many seemingly ephemeral episodes involving popular senti-
ments at odds with the concerns of the political elite, and it is not surprising
that they become footnotes in the historical record. Obviously enough, a
few years of pro-Castroism in the United States have been forgotten be-
cause they were rapidly supplanted by decades of intense, officially sanc-
tioned anti-Castroism. Within months of Castro’s triumphal April 1959 tour
of East Coast cities, mainstream sympathy toward the Cuban Revolution
had largely dissipated, replaced by a bitter war of words and diplomatic
sanctions that culminated in the Kennedy administration’s humiliation at
the Bay of Pigs in April 1961. From that moment on, the hostility toward
Castro within the political and journalistic establishment—the sense that
he was not only a sworn opponent, but a personal enemy and a betrayer
of America’s goodwill—overwhelmed the earlier memory of his favorable
reception. Other than a brief outpouring of interest in the Fair Play for
Cuba Committee in 1960-61, and similar flurries on the liberal Left at later
times, the only visible activism on Cuba has been that of the militant and
well-organized exile movement based in south Florida, which has actively
sought to overthrow the revolutionary leader for nearly four decades.

But this episode’s rapid consignment to oblivion cannot be explained only
as a result of its submersion by later events and a sea change in American
attitudes. After all, “Yalta” as a symbol of Soviet-American rapprochement
and liberal folly has remained a fighting word in American politics for many
years. Something deeper and more confusing was at work: an inability to
remember a moment of promise when it seemed that the United States, not
just a few policymakers thinking instrumentally but its own people, could
embrace a revolution in a country with a colonial relationship to our own.
That this promise was naive and doomed in the contest of the Cold War
does not vitiate its significance as a barometer of popular politics during the
late 1950s.

In this case, timing was everything. It is inconceivable that Castro could
have become a hero among North Americans (indeed, the kind of hero he
intended to be) a few years earlier or later. His rise to fame and his fleeting,
amused, and always slightly parodied glory captures perfectly the ambience
of the late Eisenhower years, when the civil rights movement had first
emerged and the Soviet Union began to thaw in the minds of Americans.
The moment was ripe for a certain kind of insurgent, one who was suffi-
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ciently familiar and politically ambiguous, and above all who passed for
“white” and could bridge the ever more tenuous color line.

The Yankee Fidelistas

One does not have to go far to prove that Castro’s Movimiento Revoluciona-
rio 26 de Julio was celebrated in the United States during its two years of
hit-and-run warfare against the dictator Fulgencio Batista, a traditional
Washington ally. The principal vehicles for this celebration were numerous
North American journalists and the eminent institutions they represented,
leading some conservatives to accuse the press of selling Castro to an unsus-
pecting U.S. public. Witness the notorious 1960 cartoon in William F. Buck-
ley's National Review, picturing a grinning Fidel with the legend “I Got My
Job Through the New York Times.”s

The naiveté of this view should not prevent us from acknowledging the
weight of press support for Castro’s hirsute barbudos, or “bearded ones,” a
term relished by newsmen. For two years, their skirmishes were covered in
breathless detail by nearly all of the national print media. Time, the premier
organ of Henry Luce, publicist for the American Century, ran thirty-one
stories in less than two years on “This Man Castro,” repeatedly evoking
America’s revolutionary past in homages to Castro’s “six hundred wily sharp-
shooters.” Life, the other major Luce organ, ran several full-page spreads,
including a remarkably jolly feature on U.S. businessmen and soldiers held
hostage in the mountains by Fidel’s brother Raul as insurance against Batis-
ta’s bombing raids (one American airman declared, “I am just EG one of
them,” and Time quoted another as saying Raul, “a swell guy,” had provided
“good food and plenty of it, and beds with clean sheets”). Perhaps most
surprisingly, Jules Dubois, star reporter for the Chicago Tribune, the beacon
of the midwestern Old Right, was Herbert Matthews’s closest competitor
as a public friend of Castro.

The height of this engagement with the guerrilla mistica was the May g,
1957, CBS primetime special, “Rebels of the Sierra Maestra: The Story of
Cuba’s Jungle Fighters.” Placing Fidel and his tiny band amid scenes of
mountain rusticity, minus any visible enemy or fighting, it suggested a boy-
ishly pure commitment. For American viewers, this spartan scenario was in
exemplary contrast to Havana, the hemisphere’s synonym for a permanent
nightlife of roulette wheels and unmentionable fleshpots. The journalist
who made that film, Robert Taber, would found the Fair Play for Cuba
Comumittee in 1g6o0.
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One cannot blame the U.S. press for having a field day in Cuba in 1957—
58. The tableaux on constant display invited a luxuriant pastiche: foreign
revelers carrying on oblivious to a savage conflict only blocks away; bomb-
ings, official murders, and assassination attempts denied by a flagrantly cor-
rupt government; Castro’s bombastic personality, with his black-framed
spectacles, cigars, curly whiskers, and olive-green fatigues complemented
by a sniper’ rifle with a telescopic sight.

All of the above would have been more distant and objectively rendered,
of course, if Cuba were not—as constantly repeated—"only ninety miles
away,” a quick jaunt from Miami for Americans looking for a wild weekend.
It is this last point that has been most forgotten by North Americans (but
not of course by Cubans). By the 1950s, Havana was quite literally the
whorehouse of the Caribbean. For decades it had stood for a riotous
nightlife, “rum and Coca-Cola,” the mambo, showgirls, and nightclubs, but
by the fifties, under Batista, U.S. organized crime had invested massively.
As a consequence, there was nothing like it in the Western Hemisphere.
Poised somewhere between the French Riviera and Mexican border towns
like Tijuana, Havana was a cornucopia of vice. A young serviceman named
Everett LeRoi Jones who visited there in 1956 would later write about its
reputation as the “best liberty in the world,” and the New Jersey business-
man who initiated the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, an inveterate liberal
and devotee of I. F. Stone, would explain his admiration of Castro in terms
of his revulsion of what Cuba had been formerly: “It’s where you went for
gambling, drinking, drugs. . .. I wouldn’t go to Spain either.”?

The media’s fascination with Cuba’s back-alley civil war reflected and
spurred two other currents of solidarity. At an elite level, support for Castro
grew from Cold War liberals’ widely voiced concern that the West was losing
the battle for the “developing world” because of its reliance upon outright
repression and outmoded despots. As early as 1956, Adlai Stevenson had
warned of this danger in his presidential campaign, while Senator John F.
Kennedy had scored points with a forceful speech against French policy in
Algeria. The most famous example of this perspective was the best-selling
1958 novel The Ugly American, in which provincial State Department
blockheads and political appointees deliver a fictional Asian nation to the
Communists through their racism and refusal to acknowledge local real-
ities.®

One retrospective version of how elite opinion functioned as self-
criticism and goad in these years is a 1963 Saturday Evening Post article,
“The Fruit of Castro’s Plotting,” by the influential columnist Stewart Alsop.
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After traveling “10,000 miles through the Caribbean and Central America,”
Alsop cited approvingly the opinion of an anonymous U.S. ambassador that
“Fidel Castro is the best thing the Lord ever did for us.” He then explained
the four major ways in which “Fidel Castro has served the vital interests of
the United States.”

First, he has reminded us North Americans of the existence—and the
importance to our nation—of Latin America. Second, he has shown the
Latin American “intellectuals” the reality, not the dream, of Communism.
In so doing, he has acted as a sort of inoculation against the Communist
smallpox in this hemisphere. Third, Castro has thrown a badly needed
scare into the Latin-American ruling class. Without such a scare, the Ken-
nedy Administration’s Alliance for Progress would not stand a ghost of a
chance of succeeding. Fourth, Castro and Khrushchev have given the
United States an opportunity to demonstrate, for all the world to see,
where the real center for power in this hemisphere lies.®

One could scarcely ask for a better indictment of America as a sleeping
giant stoking the furnaces of revolution through indifference. But Alsop did
not write simply as a journalist, an anonymous observer. With his brother
Joseph, he epitomized the well-connected Washington insider, among
whom the view was widespread that some form of populistic, managed re-
form was necessary to head off all-out social revolution. It was such men
who pushed the mini-boomlets in the United States for Ramon Magsaysay
of the Philippines and Diem.!°

It is hardly surprising, then, that early in John F. Kennedy’s presidential
campaign, he spoke of Castro in generous terms, as “part of the legacy of
Bolivar,” a “fiery young rebel” who might “have taken a more rational course
after his victory had the United States Government not backed the dictator
Batista so long and so uncritically.” In the fall of 1960, however, Kennedy
would cut sharply to Richard Nixon’s right with the jibe, “If you can’t stand
up to Castro, how can you be expected to stand up to Khrushchev?” and a
coy suggestion that the United States fund a counterrevolution, but his lib-
eral backers preferred to believe the true JFK was committed to the grand
promises of the Alliance for Progress.!t

- Under Kennedy, Castro was an in-the-flesh demonstration of things gone
awry. In 195758, however, he functioned as a credible alternative for some
on the outer edges of U.S. diplomacy. The Inter-American Association for
Democracy and Freedom (IADF), a group of social democrats and liberals
that linked figures like Norman Thomas, Roger Baldwin, and Arthur M.
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Schlesinger, Jr., with the hemisphere’s “Democratic Left” led by Costa Ri-
cas José Figueres and Venezuela’s Rémulo Betancourt, weighed in on
Castro’s behalf with press conferences, letters-to-the-editor, and lobbying
visits denouncing Batista. In Congress, an Oregon Democratic freshman
and IADF ally named Charles Porter made a name for himself denouncing
U.S. collaboration with Caribbean despots, from the Dominican Republic’s
Trujillo to Cuba’s Batista. CIA officers under diplomatic cover in Cuba fun-
neled a modest amount of aid to the fidelistas, and encouraged pro-Castro
feeling among U.S. journalists, though the U.S. military mission in Ha-
vana remained staunchly pro-Batista. And at a decisive moment in March
1958, Representative Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., weighed in with well-
documented denunciations of Eisenhower administration complicity in Ba-
tista’s atrocities, helping to instigate an embargo on military aid which
undercut the Cuban regime.>

But no matter how enthusiastic, solidarity with Castro among the elite
was always conditional and self-conscious, as indicated by the subtitle of
Jules Dubois’s otherwise adulatory book, Fidel Castro: Rebel — Liberator or
Dictator? The dust jacket of this exceptionally topical portrait (published in
March of 1959, just two months after Batista’s fall; by the fall its author was
denouncing Castro) is a balancing act in microcosm. It included a photo of
the two men leaning on a small camp table, captioned “Castro grants his
first interview after victory to the author, Dubois,” and a reproduction of a
signed February 14, 1959, letter from Fidel to Dubois:

Every person in the society of free nations—and even those who are
oppressed under the heels of dictators—has a right to express his or her
opinion. Under the tyranny of Fulgencio Batista that right was denied to
the people of Cuba.

It is the duty of every newspaperman to report the news, for only with
freedom of the press can there be political freedom.

Should your book contain errors and should your opinions expressed
therein be mistaken or unjust, 1 shall not hesitate to €xpress my own opin-
ions about the contents of the book when it is published.’s

Herbert L. Matthews of The New York Times also described himself pub-
licly as Castro’s “friend” and was a main protagonist in this drama, traveling

across the island in a “glare of publicity” to meet with antigovernment

groups in the spring of 1957, and publicizing the arrests of 26th of July
leaders to save them from execution. But it was Matthewss status as an
expert that redeemed his partisanship. Very few North Americans knew
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much about Castro, and none had his degree of access. Under these circum-
stances, the Times was prepared to give him his head, but in later years
Matthews would be officially silenced.™

Mainstream journalists and the liberals who listened to them did not ex- .
haust Castro’s support in the United States, and the public’s enthusiasm was
notably less modulated.’s High-minded appreciations of the Cuban lawyer’s
abilities mixed with suggestions regarding his anti-Communist utility were
all very well for Time. For some significant number of young American men,
however—recent veterans, would-be soldiers of fortune, self-serious un-
dergraduate “liberals,” even a few juvenile delinquents—Fidel’s derring-do,
his amateurishness and bravado, seemed to set off an internal bomb. Hardly
a decade since the invasion of Normandy, he set off to take the entire island
of Cuba with eighty-two men in an old yacht, only twelve of whom survived
the landing. For reasons that few articulated beyond a desire to get into “a
good fire-fight” and see the world, North American men and boys flocked
into the 26th of July Movement’s offices in New York and elsewhere, and
took cheap flights into Cuba; by late 1958 Batista’s police were deporting
any Yank wearing combat boots. Most were turned away or sobered up be-
fore they could get near the Sierra Maestra, but after Castro’s victory twenty .
five were reported by The New York Times as fighting with the Rebel
Army.'¢

Since there was no organized structure for funneling North American
volunteers into Cuba (the Cubans were bemused by this outpouring,
though Castro and others recognized that it garnered favorable publicity),
we can only study the phenomenon through personal histories and evidence
from newspaper records. The first and most famous case was that of three
youths—fifteen, sixteen, and twenty-one years old—who fled their service
families at the U.S. military’s base at Guantdnamo in eastern Cuba in early
1957 to join up with Castro. They were featured on Robert Taber's CBS
documentary that spring, and apparently inspired many other U.S. volun-
teers. Next in visibility came “Captain” William Morgan, who claimed he
was a former U.S. Army paratrooper and in 1957 assumed command rank
with the “Second Front of the Escambray,” a revolutionary group tenuously
allied to the 26th of July Movement. Again, it was Herbert L. Matthews
who acted as discoverer, and photos of a bearded, beret-wearing Morgan
were flashed around the world.'”

The last North American to garner an instant of fame from his exploits
in Cuba was Donald Soldini, a Staten Islander who made up his mind to
fight with Castro upon reading Matthews’s initial articles, before news broke
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of the runaways from Guantdnamo. Soldini, like other eighteen-year-olds
then and later, was seeking adventure at any cost, as long as the cause itself
fit some general criteria of virtue. It took him many travails to get into Cuba,
but once there he fought hard, was wounded in the neck, and escaped from
a Batista prison cell. In late 1958, Soldini was back in the States, bringing
dozens of former veterans and “screwballs” to Miami to form his own all-
Yankee guerrilla column, a plan aborted only by Batista’s untimely depar-
ture. He ended up on the Jack Paar show in 1959 (as did Castro himself a
little earlier, in a live broadcast from Havana).!8

There are many more of these stray anecdotes, such as the tale of the
notorious CIA agent and Watergate conspirator Frank Sturgis (born Fio-
rini), who was photographed by the AP in January 1959 posing on a burial
mound of executed secret policemen. ! Taken all together, they may seem
merely reflective of that aberrant brand of machismo that was typical of the
fifties. However, the tale of the Yankees who aspired to become fidelistas
helps us understand the power of Castroism in this hemisphere, and the
social tensions inside the United States at that time.

As Richard Slotkin has pointed out, the problem with the American ver-
sion of counterinsurgency is that it involved from the beginning “a peculiar
kind of identification with the enemy”; through creating a perfect doppel-
ginger of peasant revolution, the people could be saved for their own (and
America’s) good. The fierce desire of U.S. men to fight in Cuba indicated
long before Vietnam how counterinsurgency packaged as reform would
draw in a certain kind of young American and in the end subvert itself.2
There are numerous parallels, from the fictional hero of The Ugly American
who beats the Russians at their own game through engineering projects that
help the peasants, to the intense interest in the personal story of Dr. Tom
Dooley, the American doctor stationed in Vietnam who waged a one-man
crusade to heal bodies and win hearts, including overseeing the evacuation
of thousands from the North after the French handover of power to Ho Chi
Minh’s Communists.** Recently, the diplomatic historian Lloyd Gardner has
demonstrated that such an impulse reached to the very top, as even Lyndon
Johnson dreamed of a grandiose Mekong Delta reclamation project to rival
the Tennessee Valley Authority and draw all of Southeast Asia, Communist
and pro-American alike, together in a new New Deal 22

Latin America and the Insurgent Moment

To assert that there was support for Castro does not indicate why this partic-
ular third world revolutionary achieved a mass popularity like no other. To
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make sense of pro-Castro feeling in the United States, it must be situated
historically and culturally.

In many ways Cuba stood alone, for reasons ranging from geographical
proximity to cultural miscegenation. First is the historical fact of Cuba’s re-
lation to the United States, in the larger context of Latin America as a tradi-
tional sphere of influence and a largely ignored backwater.

In the ten years since 1945, the focus of U.S. foreign policy had been
upon Europe first, and then Asia and Africa, the decolonizing world where
Communists seemed poised to spring. Latin America, the land of seedy ba-
nana republics, was less threatening and was largely written off as static and
easily controllable. In World War II, Americans had fought across Europe
and the Pacific, in Burma and in North Africa; a little later, in Korea. In
contrast, no Gls had been needed throughout the Ibero-American repub-
lics, which seemed to indicate the region’s relative unimportance and quies-
cence. To most North Americans, the Pan-American republics seemed
stuck in a primordial ooze of feudal indolence, a place where neither Ger-
mans nor Japanese, nor later Russians or Chinese, had ever successfully
intruded. Almost completely forgotten were the long-running American
military occupations in the Caribbean and Central America earlier in the
century, as well as a widespread fascination with the Mexican Revolution
among intellectuals and artists throughout the interwar period, and then
the brief popular and governmental focus on Latin America in the later
1930s, prompted by concern over growing Nazi influence. From little chil-
dren to senior citizens, most Americans in the fifties knew far more about
Guadalcanal or the Ardennes than they did about Sfo Paolo or the Andes.

North American perceptions of Latin America were given a special twist
by Hollywood’s long-standing habit of reducing the rest of the hemisphere
to a convenient set of stereotypes. Besides the Latin Lover, the Mexican
Spitfire, and the Lazy Peasant, there was a constant recourse to the thrills
of Latin American revolution as quasi-banditry, with its palpable whiff of
gunpowder and individual heroics. From the staged docudramas about Pan-
cho Villa and the Mexican Revolution in the *teens (for which Villa was paid
a considerable sum) through Viva Villa! in 1934 and Viva Zapata in 1952,
Latin America was the preferred site for cinematic rebellions, a commercial
and cultural custom that was barely interrupted by the Cold War.®

These generalizations took on a special force regarding Cuba since it was
closer to the United States than any other Latin American country except
Mexico. It was widely understood to enjoy a kind of permanent protectorate
status, even though the official right to intervene (codified in a Constitution
drawn up under U.S. military occupation) was abrogated by Franklin Roo-
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sevelt in 1934. North Americans regarded Cuba as a watering hole for Yan-
kees in search of inexpensive luxuries, sexual and otherwise, and as a place
where baseball teams trained.

The colonial relationship between the two nations had an unintended
political result: the ability of a politicized exile community to build a base
of community support impossible for dissidents from Argentina or Brazil,
let alone Kenya or Vietnam. The many thousands of Cuban-Americans resi-
dent on the East Coast demonstrated vociferously against Batista, held
fund-raising banquets for Castro, poured leaflets into the stands at Yankee
Stadium, and even ran up their flag at Rockefeller Center, all the time re-
ceiving only the bemused tolerance accorded groups from the “captive na-
tions” of Eastern Europe. The comparison was driven home by the Cubans,
who constantly declared their country “the Hungary of the Americas,” a
reference with considerable import in 1957.

All of these overlapping contingencies coincided at the moment when
Fidel Castro ran the yacht Granma ashore in the swamps of eastern Cuba
in early December 1956. However, they were given a special piquancy by
events specific to the United States itself. At the same time that overturning
established orders seemed to be in the air internationally—the Hungarian
uprising and the Suez crisis occurred just months before the Granma’s land-
ing—the United States was entering into a period of prolonged confusion
about the role of young people. .

For many historians, and the general public as well, the litany of “youth
culture” happenings in 1955 and 1956—the rise and fall of James Dean,
the rise into a world-historical stratosphere of Elvis Presley, the artifacts
from The Wild One to Howl—must seem overdetermined. Material abun-
dance and an absence of official restraints are by themselves deemed suffi-
cient to explain a quasi-oppositional moment; if a hostile reception by itself
can constitute oppositionality, as in the antipathy toward rock 'n’ roll of
forces ranging from The New York Times to the White Citizens Councils.

Iwould argue that to the extent the youth culture of the fifties was oppo-
sitional it was gender-specific and thoroughly racialized: young white men
were the presumed subjects who cast themselves as role-players in a con-
stantly fictionalized drama. This oppositionality (or at least a form of identity
politics) required a universalist, indeed almost Popular-Frontist dismissal of
class, ethnic, and regional differences that was quite new within American
culture. The “white boy” as such no longer required any other markers, as
southern, Irish, Italian, Jewish, or otherwise. Thus there was James Dean
and Sal Mineo as a fated couple in Rebel Without a Cause, and the embrace
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of a formerly repugnant type, the white-trash truck driver with slicked-back
hair, a figure symbolized by a host of self-consciously vulgar musicians
(many of them recording out of Memphis on the Sun label): Jerry Lee
Lewis, Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, Gene Vincent, Eddie Cochran, and Elvis
Presley of course.

This was the moment into which walked Fidel Castro, barely thirty. At a
time of mumbled frustration and gleeful noise, his ascetic, high-flown brag-
gadocio struck a surprising chord. Thousands read accounts of how at his
treason trial in" 1953, the young Castro had denounced his judges with the
ringing words, “Sentence me. I don’t mind. History will absolve me.” Time
writers painted Hemingwayesque word-pictures with acute silences: “Cas-
tro is a fighter; 16 months ago he invaded Cuba from a yacht. But he is also
an articulate man interested in words, manifestoes, books (he treasures a
volume of Montesquieu) and the language of ideas.” Yale men debated
whether “The United States Should Allow Its Citizens to Give Support to
Fidel Castro.” Berkeley students who would go on to form SLATE, the pi-
oneering New Left campus party, planned an expedition to Cuba in early
1957 (they described themselves thus: “We consider ourselves liberals . . .
we are all highly adventurous . . .”). And to ratify his fame, Castro finally
came in person to U.S. campuses in April 1959, where he was cheered by
thousands at Harvard and mobbed at Princeton.

The adulation awarded Castro was one piece of a larger fascination with
a certain type of male rebel—some combination of drawling, swaggering,
uncouth, fey, and inarticulate—which represented a strikingly visible alter-
native to the clean-cut, middle-class, conventionally handsome WASP, the
stolid sort usually played in big-budget Hollywood films by Rock Hudson.
So perhaps the best way to decipher Fidel's appeal is to pair him explicitly
with the central character in the construction of this alternative: Elvis
Presley.

Like Elvis, the key to Castro’s charisma was both sexual and racial. Both
managed to be “quite a man” (a phrase used by Herbert Matthews in his
first article describing Fidel), and yet thoroughly odd. In Elviss case, it was
the sensual, languid, garish character of his face and hair and clothes and
his soft, shy-boy manner (which in other circumstances would have marked
him as “a queer”), combined with the rutting, thrusting, playful force of his
vocal and visual attack.

Castro of course was no rock 'n’ roll star, and did not go on the Ed Sulli-
van show until January 1959, just after he chased Batista out of Havana. But
long before that North American boys read about him and gazed at still
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photographs. What they saw was equally transgressive. On the one hand, he
was obviously a big, physically powerful person, and in every photo from
late 1956 through the mid-1ggos, he is seen wearing military clothing,
which marks him as indubitably masculine.

Yet—and it is hard to convey the force of this in 1950s America—he had
a beard. And not just a small goatee, like an Italian count or a beatnik
painter in the movies, but a thick untrimmed mass, worn as an explicit
pledge of faith rather than a stylistic gesture: to abjure shaving until Batista
was overthrown. Nor did he take this pledge alone. Many in the Rebel Army
were much more unkempt than Fidel, who at least kept his hair short. Par-
ticularly notable was his brother Raul, whose “girlish” locks were singled
out, even by sympathetic journalists, while some of the earliest anti-
Jfidelistas made an explicit comparison between Raul's supposed effeminacy
and his vicious attraction to communism.*

Here one is forcibly reminded of the negative weight attached to exces-
sive hair of any kind in the Cold War years, if not by national-security man-
agers then by politicians and the adult world. Senator Barry Goldwater
summed up the popular view when he remarked after the revolutionary
victory that Castro “came over the hills looking like a knight in shining
armor, and turned out to be a bum without a shave.”* Yet there can be little
doubt that the sheer hairiness of Castro and his barbudos endeared them
to North American youth, indelibly associating the Revolution with a gener-
ationally inspired insouciance and defiance of convention. A powerfully sup-
portive factor was the constant association of Castro with large cigars—
stuck in his mouth, waved in the air, smoked even in combat—a progenitive
image that requires no unpacking.

What does need underlining here is that the shabby, hairy Cuban rebels
in their cast-off uniforms were quite clearly the polar opposite of the “rebels
without a cause,” the hipsters and Beats who proclaimed their distaste for
politics along with everything else that was organized. The fidelista version
of hipsterism was something else entirely, not strung out but clued all the
way in, so alienated from a corrupt society as to demand an entirely New
Man in a new, revolutionary, and liberated nation. The combination of viru-
lent idealism, high-minded bloodthirstiness, and an utter disregard for stan-
dards of hygiene and grooming was a potent one. Indeed, to have these wild
men also spout Montesquieu, Paine, and FDR at the drop of the hat, while
talking about a grisly martyrdom at the hands of Batista’s killers as if it were
an honor, was almost too much of a good thing. As Barbara Ehrenreich has
pointed out, in the fifties Hugh Hefner rhapsodized about living well, even
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sybaritically, in a world without women other than “chicks.” Castro offered
the perfect obverse—a vision of living hard and dying well, also in a world
without women (other than the nunlike middle-class girls who occasionally
cropped up in press coverage of the Rebel Army).*

In sum, Castro was “The Outsider,” as Colin Wilson would famously put
it in a book published the same year as the Granma’s landing, like so many
culture heroes of the fifties. Yet unlike Elvis or Kerouac or Dean, white boys
acting out rebellion on screen, in print, on disc, and through a vastly public
private life, Castro was both an actual rebel in the traditional, paramilitary
sense—someone who had taken up arms against an established govern-
ment—and also oddly upstanding, a lawyer and a man of parts who earned

‘a bemused respect from the most respectable of North Americans. How

did he pull it off? The final key to understanding the strange breadth of

Castro’s popularity in the United States lies in his status as a White Man in
a Dark Land.

The Rebel as Aristocrat

At the core of Fidel Castro’s appeal was the ambiguous racial status assigned
to men like him in white North American popular culture. Behind the stir-
ring, sometimes mocking images of Fidel (one young freelancer returned
from Cuba called him “a combination Robin Hood, George Washington and
Gregory Peck”) lay a whole set of racially coded images that drew on North
Americans’ convoluted thinking about the lands and peoples to their
south.?®

Most obviously, the always implicit questions for most Yankees in dealing
with Latin Americans were: Are they white? Which of them is white? And
of those who consider themselves white, and whom we accept provisionally
as white, how truly white are they? What about the rest—how unwhite are
they? Are they like blacks or Indians or something else for which we as yet
have no name?

Where did Castro it in this familiar story? Under the right circum-

" stances, he could be seen as a knight errant transported from Old Spain,

fulfilling the familiar part of the aristocratic rebel who overturns locally cor-
rupt authorities at the head of poor but honest peasants (the popular Zorro
television series was only the latest version of this narrative). Another ver-
sion of the common story cast him as a much more ambiguous figure, a half-
caste bastard aristocrat or “Creole” of uncertain parentage—this was rather
closer to the truth, but harder to sell. Both of these were highly fraught
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personae, but the very confusion between them appealed to the long-
standing Yankee fascination with the Latin concept of mestizaje, or race-
mixing, which defied North America’s “one-drop” racial definitions.®

Framed by this larger context, the question asked and answered (if only
indirectly) about Fidel Castro and his guerrillas is clear. For the U.S. audi-
ence, they were treated en masse as fitting into that category of vagueness
that, for lack of a better word, we can call “Latin”—meaning something in
between, where blanket judgments were suspended, and class and caste
were gingerly read into any given social setting without much local assis-
tance.

On occasion, this ambiguity was resolved by an explicit signaling that
Fidel himself was white, as Matthews did when he told his readers in that
first scoop that Castro’s father was an emigrant from Spain, a “Gallego” or
Galician like Francisco Franco. But most of the time, U.S. audiences were
left to draw their own conclusions. Ultimately, what mattered was not what
was said or shown, but the opposite—the omission of any discussion of the
racial character of the Rebel Army, let alone the larger context of Cuba’s
complex politics of color. To put it plainly, there were few if any black faces
in this diorama.

Indeed, one could read all of the U.S. coverage of the Cuban guerrilla
war in the late fifties and come away with no knowledge at all that very
many, even a majority, of Cubans share African ancestry. Only occasional
references to Batista’s multiracial parentage, and how black Cubans reput-
edly supported him out of some generalized ethnic solidarity, slipped
through this filter.

It would be too easy to indict the Yankee version of Sfidelismo as simply
racist, hailing Castro because he was white. In reality, there were more than
enough reasons to admire Castro, including the fact that he worked hard to
attract North American support. His ambiguous racial status, and his seem-
ing familiarity as a “Spanish” type (the fallen grandee, the matador), were
just additional passports to North America. What one can say is that his
appeal drew on the long tradition of admiration for semi- or not-quite-white
(but never black) heroes, a way of talking about race (and flirting with racial
difference) without confronting it. In these situations, a lot depended on
how a man looked, plainly enough. So too with Fidel.

Yet North Americans were not so ignorant of Cuba as to think of Castro’s
followers as simply the equivalent of Spanish, Greek, or Italian “poor
whites.” Mexicans, Cubans, and other Latins have never been accorded
even that lowly status. Castro may have been seen as provisionally white

t
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but not the Cubans as a whole, which is perhaps the most important point
to make about the racial politics of North American solidarity: his status was
enhanced, not reduced, by his apparent color-blindness, his Robin Hood-
like egalitarianism among the campesinos of the Sierra Maestra.

Here one uncovers the hidden dynamics of liberal attitudes toward the
third world, and the presumed lesson for America. Just as Dixiecrat-style
bigotry at home undermined the United States’ democratic mission in the
Free World, so did narratives of enlightened attitudes elsewhere show the
way for right-thinking whites here. Unfortunately for Hollywood, by the
1950s it was impossible to portray in a positive light the British, French,
Belgians, or Afrikaners fighting to hold on to imperial privilege premised
on the “color bar” in Africa and Asia. There are very few films about the
long-running colonial struggles of the fifties, no Gunga Din or Lives of a
Bengal Lancer to stir young imaginations.

In this context, Latin America was an unexpected refuge. Here were men
not so different from white Americans (or at least much more “like” them
than Ho Chi Minh, Patrice Lumumba, or Kwame Nkrumah), who actually
fought to overthrow established privilege, and fought alongside those who
were clearly marked as their racial inferiors.

None of this explanation should be construed as suggesting that the U.S.
fascination with Castro in the late fifties was manipulated, or insincere in
any way. It simply bears repeating that if Fidel had been evidently Afro-

‘Cuban, as so many Cubans are, the character of that solidarity would have

been very different, and perhaps much more explicitly radical. In this sense,
then, it seems fair to cast Castro as the White Guerrilla, a true-to-life ana-
logue of Norman Mailer’s famous White Negro—a man who had thrown it
all away, and chosen to live dangerously so as to truly live, “a frontiersman
in the Wild West of American night life.”?

The Romance Wears Off: Blacking Up Fidel

One can write about the 1957-58 period as essentially one sustained mo-
ment because the character of North American solidarity was constant
throughout, waxing and waning only slightly as Castro seemed to advance
or recede. The 26th of July’s adherents in New York, Florida, and elsewhere
picketed, sang, raised money, and tried to pick up guns wherever they could,
concocting fantastic schemes to transfer them to Cuba in the manner of
their nineteenth-century forebears. Journalists went to the island and wrote
about the tropical carnage in breathless prose emulating Matthews. Young
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gringos of various sorts also went to Cuba (or tried to), modeling themselves
upon William Morgan, the three teenagers from Guantinamo, and perhaps
Gary Cooper in For Whom the Bell Tolls.

In this sense, the “Cuba Story” (as Herbert Matthews called it in a book
of that name published in 1960) fully fit the literary model of a romance, in
the crassest sense. It entertained and thrilled, and it went on forever; one
could always buy another version of the same story. Of -course, Fidels
brushes with near-death in the face of Batista’s seemingly overwhelming
force were heartstopping, and of course readers wanted Fidel to win, but
much or most of the excitement depended upon his continuing fight against
great odds. Robin Hood must stay in the forest with his Merry Men to as-
sure us that there is always a place to which we can retreat, and from which
justice may providentially be summoned forth, not through our own efforts
but through the intervention of another. .

What changed after Batista’s dramatic flight in the early hours of January
1, 1959, as Castro’s guerrilla columns closed in on Havana? For a few days,
a week perhaps, Fidel was the man of the hour, of the hemisphere. Life
hailed him as a “liberator,” and all of the United States seemed to revel in
his victory. Then came the executions of several hundred batistiano secret
policemen, after public revolutionary trials that inevitably inspired compari-
sons with the French and Russian Terrors. By the end of January, a chorus of
outrage could be heard in the U.S. Congress, even though Castro still merited
a pajama-clad appearance live from the Havana Hilton on Edward R. Mur-
row’s celebrity-interview program, In Person.

The early months of 1959 continued in this fashion, as a sort of minuet
between the North American public’s obvious fascination with Castro and
his uncontrollable appetite for unseemly radicalism. Clearly, the question
was: is he on “our” side or not? The Eisenhower administration, which had
only woken up to the reality of a Castro-led revolution too late to stop it,
clearly thought not, but it was unseemly to announce this as a bald fact
when Castro had been publicly declared a “good guy” by the media, and
much else.?

Interestingly enough, Fidel seemed well aware that his glow was fading.
While committed to a revolutionary transformation of Cuban society, and
prepared to do whatever was needed to carry it out, whether a quiet rap-
prochement with the Cuban Communists in 1959 or later an alliance with
‘the Soviet Union, he still believed in the possibility of convincing the North
Americans. His trip to the United States in April 1959 was an “Indian Sum-
mer,” in all possible senses of that term. Not only were crowds in the streets

FIDEL CASTRO AND THE WHITE GUERRILLA 255

- beguiled, but one Republican Congressman described himself, after meet-

ing Fidel, as a “nuevo amigo,” and an awestruck New York Times reporter
described Castros presence in Washington as “out of another century—

 the century of Sam Adams and Patrick Henry and Tom Paine and Thomas
- Jefferson”—he had “stirred memories, long dimmed, of a revolutionary
- past.”®

- Castro’s ability to overcome doubts through personal campaigning was
- never more on display, but its effects were short-lived. No matter how con-
- vincing his insistence that the Cuban Revolution was “humanista, no com-
~unista” (as the Revolutionary Government stamped on mail between the
. island and the United States during 1959), the Agrarian Reform announced
- in May 1959 had serious implications for U.S. property holders, and ulti-
* mately for the North American position in Latin America. As Castro’s popu-

larity receded in the United States during 1959, the language used to de-
scribe him changed too. What was formerly seen as a virile outspokenness

- and dynamism was recast in terms with a distinct racial aura. The use of
- words like “ranting” and “demagogue” seemed to invoke both Mussolini and
- darker images, as if he were a Marcus Garvey brought to power, an Em-
- peror Jim brought to life. In Life’s view, he had become “the silly egomaniac
* who runs Cuba . . . just another tinhorn tyrant.”3*

Meanwhile, new constituencies came to the fore within the United
States. Castro’s victory rapidly attracted the interest of African Americans,
who hitherto had paid little attention to Cuba. Black journalists flew to Cuba

- and reported rhapsodically on the new government even as the white press
" began decrying its policy of publicly shooting proven killers from the former

regime.* At Christmas 1959, seventy five African Americans, including vari-
ous newspaper publishers and Joe Louis, joined a Cuban-sponsored dele-
gation to Havana. Most interestingly, during this period, many in Black
America began to see Fidel in a different light. The dissident NAACP
leader Robert F. Williams, who had begun practicing armed self-defense in

- Monroe, North Carolina, wrote in his mimeographed newsletter The Cru-

sader that “Castro and all other colored rulers will do well to shun bigoted
Uncle Sam’s smiling false face and his racial claims of bondage.”3

In early 1960, stray journalists, honest liberals, and Beat intellectuals
would form the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, beginning another chapter
of solidarity with the Cuban Revolution. They would rapidly draw in various
strands of the Old-into-New Lefts, and after a year of considerable popular-
ity on campuses, suffer an ignominious obscurity that persists to this day.

But behind Fair Play for Cuba, and all the other tangled narratives of the
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family feud between Cuba and Uncle Sam, lies the furious, unconsum-
mated courtship of 1957-58. Until Nelson Mandela at the very end of the
Cold War, Castro was the only third world leader ever to walk through
cheering crowds down America’s mean streets, the only one to lay a wreath
at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, the only one for whom American
boys fought and died as willing, publicly acknowledged recruits. That this
engagement took place not at the height of the sixties but earlier, when the
certainty of American life seemed to stretch to the horizon and beyond
only indicates how volatile and fecund was the culture of Cold War America
even at its presumed political nadir.

>

>

From Black Power to Qi_ Rights

Julian Mayfield and African American
Expatriates in Nkrumah’s Ghana, 19571966

——

KEVIN GAINES

URING THE OFFICIAL FESTIVITIES marking Ghanas indepen-
dence in 1957, the head of the U.S. delegation, Vice President Richard
Nixon, reportedly asked several bystanders, “How doesit feel to be free,” only
to be taken aback at their response: “We wouldn’t know. We're from Ala-
bama.”! That incident captures both the bittersweet meaning of the occasion
for African Americans, and its transformative potential for African American
consciousness. At the height of the civil rights movement, from the late 19508
to 1966, hundreds of African Americans, including intellectuals, technicians,
teachers, artists, and trade unionists, left the United States for Ghana, the
first sub-Saharan African nation to gain its independence from colonial rule.
This extraordinary migration was hardly accidental. Kwame Nkrumah,
Ghana’s first president, had studied in the United States during the 1930s.
Nkrumah extended the hand of Pan-African solidarity to black Americans,
including W.E.B. Du Bois, who spent his last years as a citizen of Ghana.
Ghana was a magnet for African Americans whose support for Nkrumah’s
politics of nonalignment, African continental unity, and revolutionary Pan-
Africanism was reinforced by their frustration at the racial inequities and
Cold War constraints of U.S. society.® The overthrow of Nkrumah in a mili-
tary coup and his death in exile in Guinea in 1g72 marked the demise of
Ghana's leadership of struggles for economic and political independence for
African peoples. The fall of Nkrumal’s government in February of 1966
occasioned the dispersal of most of the expatriates, whose ties to Nkrumah
made them suspect in the eyes of the new regime.
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