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Batista had fled, but for the moment General
Cantillo held power. To stop him from setting
up a military junta, Fidel called a general strike,
which the people enthusiastically turned into a three-
day holiday. The army actually posed no problem;
Camilo and Che easily took over its bases in Havana.
The delirious population of Santiago received Fidel
on 2 January 1959. In the first of the mass assemblies
that became his hallmark, he told them that the
Revolution, now only beginning, would make Cuba
totally free — not like 1898 when the Americans took
control. The next day he began his slow triumphal
procession across the island. "

Fidel and his warriors, with their beards, cigars and
army fatigues, rode jeeps and tanks for five days past
wildly adoring crowds. The liberator of Cuba stopped
to greet his admirers, address the people and make
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sure his men were in control of local barracks and
administrations. There was no resistance; in fact,
people flocked to join the rebel afmy, and thousands
appeared in an olive drab they had never worn.

On 8 January Fidel arrived in Havana. His first
stop was at Echeverria’s house, to show his
appreciation for the urban rebels, and the first people
he met were Naty and his son, Fidelito, who moved
him to tears. The crowd magically opened for him as
he entered the packed streets of the capital. That
evening, at Camp Columbia, he addressed them. A
flock of white doves was released to symbolize peace;
when one of them miraculously perched on his
shoulder, many believed that he was more than
human. His extemporaneous speech (with his
prodigious memory he often spoke for hours without
notes) turned into a dialogue with the crowd, a
technique he called ‘direct democracy’. The subject
was the Revolutionary Directorate, which had
occupied the university. In a series of rhetorical
questions, Fidel asked the crowds if the students
needed weapons (No! No!) and whether he should
agree to become commander-in-chief (Yes! Yes!). The
Directorate surrendered its weapons that night; the

last rival had succumbed.
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e Fidel became prime
minister and had the constitution (which had only

been approved a week before) changed to allow him
to direct policy. Urrutia, who was never consulted on
anything important, became a mere figurehead.
Cuba was still full of Batista’s henchmen, many of
them real criminals. Fidel sent them before special
revolutionary tribunals. Although this was never a
bloodthirsty regime, the executions (which
eventually reached 500) stirred denunciation in the

American Senate. Fidel responded furiously that any
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Santiago acquitted forty-four of Batista’s aviators. A

disgusted Fidel demanded a new trial on the grounds
that ‘revolutionary justice is based not on legal
principles but on moral conviction’.! When the
aviators were sentenced, the rule of law came to an
end.

The American public, still wild for the
revolutionary hero, did not share its government’s
suspicions. On 15 April Fidel left for Washington at
the invitation of the Society of Newspaper
Reporters. The students at Princeton and Harvard
loved him, and he made a great hit in New York

where he announced new sloga.ns of ‘bread without
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Fidel’s passion for this reform made him choke with
emotion at the mass rally on 8 May where he
announced it, and Ratl had to continue. For a time,
every phone operator in the country answered with
‘agrarian reform works’. The peasants were
overjoyed, even though they could not sell the land
and had to grow the crops ordained by the National
Institute for Agrarian - Reform (INRA). This
organization extended its control over the whole
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economy, financing construction, co g
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; agains
i)otitt:::zfelan embassy and on the 26th, the
anniversary of Moncada, Fidel agreed to retu.rn to
office, with the radical Osvaldo Dorticos as president.
He had carried out a coup by television. His regime
was taking firmer shape as revolutionaries replaced
civil servants, and nationalizations and confiscations
weakened the old power structure. Since the
revolution was in charge and approved by constant
mass meetings, there was no need for elections. They
could be held, Fidel announced, only under suitable
conditions, perhaps after four years. The crowds
chanted ‘Revolution First, Elections After!’ The

elections have never been held.

Urrutia was accused of participating in the

conspiracy’ of Cuba’s first serious defector, Major
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him. When he asked the crowd what he should ¢

with Matos, they shouted back, ‘“To the walll’ Fide(l
restored the revolutionary courts and Raul’s men
moved into the key ministries. At Matos’ trial in
December, Fidel was the chief accuser, speaking for
seven hours. There was no need for evidence; Matos
got twenty years.

Disloyalty was rare, though, for revolutionary
enthusiasm still burned, guided by Fidel who rejected
any public cult of personality (though he constantly
appeared in the media). Ratl and Che were his
closest collaborators. By now, Rail commanded the
armed forces where communists were gaining
control, while Che was minister of industry and head

of the national bank (he characteristically signed only
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head of the student union. Since then, for the first
time in Cuba’s history, there has been-no opposition
from the universities. Labour was next. When the
unions held democratic elections in November, Fidel
again demanded unity, with only one candidate for
each office. Within a year most unions were run by
communists or their allies. They, too, caused no
further trouble. Nor did the youth, as the 26 July
Movement absorbed their organizations.

So far, the revolution was not communist. The vast
majority of the population had no desire for a
communist society, and Castro knew that he had to
;rtzzl;al:ﬁl‘i}; t:S a]\’l(l)lid ilr;tzll'v:}r:tion from the United
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The first two years were a time of tremendoys
military build-up as Fidel determined to protect
himself from enemies at home and abroad. The army
was doubled and augmented by a vast popular militia.
Since Eisenhower’s arms embargo was still in force,
Fidel had to turn elsewhere. On 4 March 1960 a
French freighter filled with Belgian ammunition
exploded in Havana harbour, killing eighty-one
people. Fidel rushed to the scene and accused the US
of sabotage. In his speech honouring the dead, he

created the revolution’s most popular slogan: ‘patria
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Cuba still had a free press, the regime was sub]efCt '.:0
widespread criticism. The first step against it, in
December 1959, involved inserting a postscript by
pro-Castro journalists and printers at the end of each
critical article. When the newspaper Avance refused to
print them, it was closed, as were several other
publications that could be linked with Batista.
Havana’s oldest and most respected paper, the
conservative Diario de la Marina, succumbed in May
1960 when an armed mob invaded its premises. The
police refused to act and 128 years of publication
€ame to an abrupt end. The last independent paper
closed two weeks later, and Bohemia, the immensely
popular magazine that had given Fidel his best
P“bliCity, Wwas taken over in July. The government also
seized the radio anq television stations, By the end of
the year, when US papers were forbidden to circulate,
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opponents poured out of the country. Most of them
brought their bitter resentment to Miami. Eventually
over a million people — 10 per cent of the populaﬁor;
— left. Fidel often used this safety valve to defuse
discontent.

Revolutionary changes turned American suspicion
into hostility, especially as Castro drew closer to the
Soviets. Soviet interest in Cuba grew as their own
relations with the US deteriorated. A shipload of
Russian oil brought the first crisis in June 1960. Che
ordered the American companies to refine it. When
they refused, they were nationalized, and Cuba
turned to the USSR for its fuel supplies. Soon after,
Eisenhower cancelled the Cuban sugar quota.

Khrushchev responded by increasing his purchases
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he walked out of his hotel in 2 dispute about
g His ostentatious move to the Theresa Hotel
Payment. the famous black section of the city,
B city. He took all his meals in

ined henomenal publi
}g:lmofn allowing the New York tabloids a field day
reporting on the Cubans plucking chickens in the
hotel, which also had other functions. The scantily

clad ladies who worked there shocked the more

of his gr eatest theatr

puritanical of Fidel’s entourage, but de]ighted others.
They were no obstacle to a stream of radical world
leaders who visited the hotel. Nasser and Tito,
though, paled before Khrushchev himself who
received a great bear hug. He told the massed
reporters that he didn’t know whether Fidel was a
communist, but he was a Fidelista. The love feast with
the Soviets had begun. The UN meeting, where Fidel
gave the longest speech in its history, was almost an

anticlimax, but it gave him the new role of
International statesman.
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secret police. It was soon imp

certiﬁc?te from a committee, the CDRs became the
regime’s best means for controlling the population.
Security, though, was necessary, for opposition was
still active, especially in the Escambray mountains,
Fidel personally led the first attack against the
guerrillas after returning from New York. He sent in
100,000 of his new militia and followed Batista’s
detested policy of forcibly evacuating peasants, many
of them to abandoned houses in Havana. The
campaign gave the militia training that would soon be
put to use.

Fidel naturally (and correctly) accused the United
States of supporting the rebels, one more element in

the increasing hostility. Since June the government
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reacted immediately: on the 14th the INRA

expropriated banks and 382 companies belonging to
the Cuban bourgeoisie. The same day, the Urban
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Reform Law drastically reduced rents and allowed
tenants to buy their apartments. American interests
were badly hurt. Finally, on 29 October, the
American ambassador was recalled, never to return.
Cuba was free from US domination.

The Christmas of 1960 was like no other; public
celebrations were banned and instead of the traditional
nativity scenes there was a huge image of Fidel, Che and
Juan Almeida (the highest-ranking black in the
movement) as the Three Wise Men bearing gifts of
Agrarian Reform, Urban Reform and Education. Camilo
adorned the sky as an angel; the star was José Marti.
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