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Abstract

In January 1965 the Cuban Revolutionary government established a military and
political alliance with a Marxist-oriented Angolan liberation movement which was to
endure for more than twenty-five years, gradually growing in importance until by the
mid-1980s it had become the flagship of Cuban ‘internationalism’ abroad. Born
almost by accident as a back-up training mission to Che Guevara’s guerrilla campaign
in the Congo, the Cuban-MPLA alliance would survive the traumatic years preceding
Portugal’s Carnation Revolution in April 1974, providing the opportunity for Cuba to
launch the largest overseas military intervention in its history — Operation Carlota —
which in turn spawned Cuba’s fifteen-year military occupation of Angola (1976-
1991). The aim of the thesis, therefore, is to explain why a Caribbean country ended
up sending as many as half a million of its citizens nearly six thousand miles to fight
in sub-Saharan Africa, and to examine how a short-term military intervention
developed into a lengthy war of intervention, culminating in the spurious Cuban
'victory' at Cuito Cuanavale. Previous studies of the Angolan War have tended to
focus on one particular protagonist or aspect of the complex interventionist conflict
which developed between 1975 and 1988, and this thesis attempts for the first time to
bring together the many different competing strands in the Angolan conflict,
examining the complex interaction between the principal protagonists — the Angolan
liberation movements, South Africa, the Soviet Union, the USA and Zaire — and
demonstrating how their interdependent actions affected and shaped Cuba’s

intervention, which is the principal focus of this study.
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Introduction

In November 1975 Cuba launched the largest overseas military intervention in its
history — Operation Carlota — sending a total of 36,000 troops into Angola to defend
its Marxist ally from twin invasions by South African and Zairian forces. This
unprecedented event — which overnight converted Angola into one of the principal
points of Cold War confrontation — did not arise out of a vacuum, however, but was in
fact the culmination of more than a decade of uneven military cooperation between
the Cuban government and the MPLA, dating back to Che Guevara’s guerrilla
campaign in eastern Congo in the mid-1960s. Over the next thirteen years the Cuban
military contingent continued to grow until by 1988 — when Cuban and South African
forces engaged in the second largest battle in African history at Cuito Cuanavale —
there were over 65,000 Cuban troops in Angola, proportionally three times the US
military’s commitment overseas during this period.! The Cuban soldiers fighting in
Angola professed to be upholding the ideals of ‘internationalism’, an ideology which
was little understood in the West and which many opponents of the Castro regime
dismissed as a mask for Soviet military imperialism. Yet despite being labelled
‘Moscow’s Gurkhas’ by some, the Cuban ‘internationalists’ in Angola elicited
overwhelming support from the vast majority of African states, catapulting their
leader — the charismatic and much maligned Fidel Castro — back onto the international
stage, and by the early 1980s turning him into the unofficial spokesman of the Third
World. The fifteen-year intervention in Angola would end up shaping the lives of an
entire generation of Cubans — nearly half a million of them serving there before the
withdrawal in 1991 — and would leave a scar on the Cuban consciousness every bit as

profound as the Vietham War had on the USA.

The aim of this thesis, therefore, is to explain how this extraordinary event in Cuban

and Angolan history came about, from the tentative beginnings of the Cuban-MPLA

! William Ratliff, “Politica Militar Cubana en el Africa Subsahariana’, Revista Occidental (2) 1989,
Série Estudios Latinoamericanos, 1989, p.154. In late 1968 — at the peak of its military commitment to
the Vietnam War — the US Military had more than half a million American troops stationed in Vietnam.
In comparison, the Cuban military contingent in Angola might have topped 80,000 troops by the early
1980s, making it proportionally four times larger than the American intervention in Vietnam (1961-73),
and of much the same length. See Chapter 6 for a full discussion of Cuban troop numbers in Angola.



alliance in the mid-1960s to the massive military intervention in November 1975,
which in turn spawned Cuba’s fifteen-year occupation of Angola. Previous studies of
the Angolan War have tended to examine Cuba’s role in isolation — or as subordinate
to Soviet interests — and this thesis attempts for the first time to explore the
multidimensional character of the conflict which developed in Angola from late 1974
onwards, demonstrating how the interaction between the main players in the Angolan
drama shaped and affected the Cuban intervention, which is the principal focus of this
study. The first two chapters of the thesis therefore concentrate on the roots of the
Cuban-MPLA relationship, examining the evolution of Che Guevara’s particular
brand of internationalism which led to the two-year Brazzaville mission (1965-67),
and the subsequent weakening of this alliance in the early 1970s as both parties
underwent internal crises. Following the Portuguese decision to decolonise Angola
(in mid-1974), the thesis then expands to take in the actions of the other principal
actors in Angola’s chaotic decolonisation — the Angolan liberation movements
themselves (the MPLA, the FNLA & UNITA), South Africa, the Soviet Union, the
USA and Zaire — and follows their fruitless struggle to gain ascendancy in Angola,

culminating in the partially-successful New York Peace Accords in December 1988.

Like all of its contemporary Cold War conflicts, the Angolan War has produced its
fair share of warped propaganda and disinformation, and throughout thirty years of
near-continuous conflict all those involved have seen fit to re-write events after they
occurred to further their changing political agendas. A balanced analysis of Cuba’s
involvement in Angola is further hampered by the extreme polarisation of opinion on
the Cuban Revolution and its most notorious protagonist — Fidel Castro — who some
have chosen to depict as the saviour of the Cuban people and the champion of the
Third World, whilst others have labelled him both a Soviet puppet and a monstrous
dictator who has ruthlessly maintained his grip on the reins of power in Cuba for more
than four decades. Such extreme views on Revolutionary Cuba and its outspoken
leader fail, however, to shed any light on the powerful ideologies which motivated the
hundreds of thousands of men and women who fought in the Angolan War: for the
Cubans the constantly-evolving model of Che Guevara’s ‘internationalism’, for the

Angolans (at least on paper) Marxist-Leninism, and for the South Africans ‘Total



Onslaught’, an apocalyptic theory which depicted Pretoria as the last bastion of

Western values against the ‘Communist onslaught’.

Given the vast of amount of confused and contradictory reporting from the war zone
(an inevitable consequence of the fighting on the ground) — and the heavily-biased
official accounts of the fighting produced by each side during and after the war — it
has proved essential to draw on first-hand accounts of those involved in the Angolan
conflict, from the politicians in Havana, Luanda and Pretoria, to the ordinary troops
on the ground. For this reason, during nearly a year spent in Cuba between 1997 and
2000 (and two visits to Miami), I interviewed more than two dozen Cuban
internationalist veterans of Angola, among them professional FAR officers, reservists
and civilians (who worked on humanitarian projects there). Their views represent
both extremes of the political spectrum — from die-hard Communist Revolutionaries
to convinced anti-Castro Miami-Cubans — and their detailed testimony sheds fresh
light on the experience of Cubans serving in Angola, painting a bleak picture of
Cuban-Angolan relations which contrasts starkly with the harmonious brotherly
relations depicted by the Havana and Luanda regimes (see Chapter 7). During a
three-month visit to Angola in early 1998 (when by fortune there was a lull in the
fighting), I visited some of the battlegrounds of the war, most notably Quifangongo,
Cuito Cuanavale and Kuito-Bi€, and I interviewed a dozen or so Angolan veterans of
the 1985-88 campaigns who provided me with detailed information about the fighting
in Cuando Cubango. I followed my trip to Angola with a three-month stint in South
Africa where I interviewed many ex-SADF officers who served in Angola as well as

senior Pretoria politicians, most notably the former President PW Botha.

Drawing on their first-hand accounts — and also on much new material garnered from
libraries, institutes and private sources in Cuba, Angola and South Africa (see
Acknowledgements & Bibliography for details) — this thesis attempts to construct as
accurate a picture as possible of the chaotic fighting which developed in Angola,
dispelling many of the myths associated with the Cuban intervention. In particular, a
fresh examination of the events leading up to the launch of Operation Carlota

(November 1975) seeks to demonstrate that Havana’s decision to intervene militarily



was not so much an heroic gesture of international solidarity with the MPLA, but
rather a last-ditch gamble to avert military disaster in Angola (see Chapter 4). By the
same token, the FAR’s much-heralded ‘victory’ against the South Africans at Cuito
Cuanavale is shown to have been no more than a costly stand-off; its real significance
lying in the impetus it gave to the American-brokered peace process (see Chapters 9-
11). Given the extremity of the ideological clash in Angola — and the fierce
disagreement which still exists over the outcome of major events in the war (and the
motivations of the parties involved) — the ultimate goal of this thesis is to explain
Cuba’s evolving relationship with Angola in the context of the many conflicting (and
occasionally complementary) agendas of the other protagonists in the Angolan War.
Only by examining the complex interplay between the many bickering parties can a
more accurate picture be constructed of the chaotic chain of events which escalated
Angola’s dormant guerrilla insurgency into a full-scale war of intervention, spawning

the chronic conflict which continues to plague Angola to this day.

Outline of thesis

The thesis is divided into twelve chapters, each covering a separate period of Cuban-
Angolan relations running from 1959 to 1991. Chapter 1 explores the evolution of
internationalism during the first six years of the Cuban Revolution (1959-1965), and
examines how this led to the official founding of the Cuban-MPLA alliance in
January 1965. Chapter 2 covers the Cuban mission to train the MPLA in Brazzaville
(1965-67), and the subsequent weakening of the Cuban-MPLA alliance in the late
1960s and early 1970s as Cuba entered its ‘Institutionalisation’ process. Chapter 3
examines the Carnation Revolution in Portugal (25 April 1974) and the subsequent
attempts by the Portuguese government to decolonise Angola against a background of
increasing intervention by foreign powers, Cuba initially being the least significant
among them. Chapter 4 examines the two principal military interventions in Angola
in the run-up to Independence Day (11 November 1975) — first by South Africa
(Operation Savannah) and then by Cuba (Operation Carlota) — while Chapter 5
explores the so-called ‘Second Liberation War’ which followed, ending with the

MPLA-Cuban victory in March 1976 and the withdrawal of South African forces.



Chapter 6 covers the period immediately following the war (1976-1981) during which
Cuba attempted to curtail its operation in Angola in the face of growing instability
(caused by the Nito Alves coup and the Shaba invasions), culminating in the
abandonment of the withdrawal programme after South Africa occupied southern

Angola in August 1981 (Operation Protea).

Chapter 7 breaks the chronology slightly, examining the experiences and motivations
of ordinary Cuban internationalists serving in Angola in the period 1976-1991, and is
for the most part based on interviews carried out by the author with veterans who
served there. Chapter 8 then covers the period from 1981 to 1985 during which the
fighting and instability in Angola intensified — with the rise of UNITA and further
South African interventions in southern Angola — and also examines the abortive
negotiations brokered by Chester Crocker which continued until the repeal of the
Clark Amendment in July 1985, sparking full-scale war. Chapter 9 then examines the
period of the great Soviet offensives against UNITA’s bases in Cuando Cubango
(1985-1987), culminating in the disastrous Operation Saludando Octubre (July-
October 1987) which precipitated a fresh military crisis in Angola, and forced Cuba to
launch its final military intervention in Angola (‘Maniobra XXXI Aniversario’).
Chapter 10 deals with the ‘Battle of Cuito Cuanavale’ (January-March 1988) which
followed between Cuban and South African forces, while Chapter 11 covers the
closing stages of the war in southwest Angola (including the Tchipa and Calueque
battles) and the negotiating endgame which culminated in the New York Peace
Accords in December 1988. And finally Chapter 12 covers the Cuban withdrawal
from Angola (1989-1991), including the controversial trial and execution of one of

the war’s most famous veterans, Gen. Arnaldo Ochoa Sanchez, for alleged offences

committed during his time in Angola.

A bibliography of principal works consulted is included, along with a list of the most
common abbreviations used in the text, a description of the main weaponry & military
equipment used by the forces fighting in Angola, and an abridged chronology of the
Angolan War (1956-99). Appendix 1 contains the text of the main official documents
produced during the Angolan War (including all the peace agreements), Appendix 2



contains detailed studies of some of the more important issues tangential to the main
thesis (for example, Cuba’s 10 Million Ton Harvest in 1970), and Appendix 3
contains maps of Angola and of the principal military confrontations which occurred
between 1961 and 1988. The question of place names in Angola is particularly
complex as more than half of Angola’s towns changed their names following
independence — some of them more than once — and a list of the main variants is
included, along with basic data on Angola’s eighteen provinces, and a list of the main
SADF operations in Angola between 1975 and 1988 (the period of the Cuban
intervention). For more detailed analysis, my Full Chronology of the Angolan War
(on Microsoft Excel 2000 spreadsheet) totalling over 2,000 entries is included on CD-
ROM - showing the interdependent evolution of each of the main protagonists’

policies towards Angola over nearly forty years — along with the full text of the thesis
(on Microsoft Word 2000).

Brief description of Angola

Angola is nearly half a million square miles in area (over five times the size of
Britain), and is currently divided into eighteen different provinces (see map). North
of the Congo river lies the tiny enclave of Cabinda, a historical oddity which has
proved an economic life-line to the Luanda regime, providing it with more than three
quarters of Angola’s hard currency revenue from the export of 0il.2 Cabinda’s
proximity to Congo-Brazzaville and the vast Mayombe jungle encouraged the early

development of guerrilla activity, but eventually the extreme difficulty of the terrain

% The existence of the enclave of Cabinda resulted from complex border negotiations between the
French, Belgian and Portuguese at the Berlin Conference (1884/1885). By virtue of its 15" Century
conquests, Portugal claimed both banks of the lower Congo as far east as Vivi (the last port before the
cataracts). King Léopold of Belgium claimed Noqui (wishing to join Léopoldville by railway to a
deep-water port on the Atlantic), while the French demanded the entire northern bank of the Congo
from Brazzaville to Vivi. The Portuguese refused to give up their tiny colony in Cabinda, however,
and later in Paris a compromise deal was agreed which produced the current border. Portugal kept
Cabinda, and was given Noqui as an important Atlantic port and the right bank of the Congo by the
coast; France kept Brazzaville and got an Atlantic port at Pointe-Noire; and Belgium got two ports
(Vivi and Banana) as well as the entire upper Congo (Thomas Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa:
1876-1912, Abacus, London, 1992, pp.250-252). Cabinda was administrated separately until 1958
when it was incorporated into Angola, fuelling challenges from FLEC (Front de Libération de
I"Enclave de Cabinda, ‘Liberation Front of the Cabinda Enclave’) which has continued to demand
independence from Angola to the present day. It is estimated that by 2006 Cabinda will have surpassed
Nigeria in oil production, making Angola the largest oil-exporter in Africa.




forced the MPLA and its Cuban instructors to scale down their insurgency there and
concentrate on other areas of Angola (most notably Moxico, see below).” In the north
of Angola, Zaire and Uige provinces cling to the border with Congo-Kinshasa
(formerly Zaire), and are dominated by the Bakongo ethnic group whose ties with
other Bakongos in the region have encouraged a close relationship with Kinshasa (to
which they have often looked for economic and military support). Further south
Luanda province is dominated by the city of Luanda — Angola’s economic,
commercial and political capital — and along with the neighbouring provinces of
Bengo, Cuanza Norte, Cuanza Sul and Malanje represents the heartland of the
Mbundu ethnic group (see below). Further south still, Benguela province was until its
incorporation into Angola an important commercial and political centre in its own
right — containing Angola’s two most important commercial ports at Benguela and
Lobito — and is the starting point for the Benguela railway which runs from the coast
through the central highlands and deserted eastern plateau to Luau on the Zairian
border.” The two provinces immediately east of Benguela — Huambo and Bié — are
the traditional homeland of the Ovimbundu ethnic group, and were the location for the
last burst of Portuguese colonisation in the 1960s and early 1970s (hence the proposed
new capital of Angola — Nova Lisboa — in Huambo).

? FLEC has carried out a sporadic guerrilla insurgency in Cabinda since its foundation in August 1963,
but its attempts to take control of the enclave have proved for the most part ineffective. In part this is
due to the fact that the enclave’s main oil-producing areas are all located on or just off the coast,
making the enclave’s principal economic assets relatively easy to defend first by the Portuguese and
then by the MPLA (which stationed a 5,000-man Cuban garrison there for the duration of the Cuban
intervention). FLEC’s failure is also due, however, to changing alliances in the region, schisms
within FLEC itself and the remoteness of the Cabindan interior from main-stream Angolan life.

* The Belgian Congo has gone by many ditferent names since independence: the Republic of the
Congo (1960-1964); the Democratic Republic of the Congo (1964-1971), the Republic of Zaire (1971-
1997); and back to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) in May 1997. It has also often been
referred to as Congo-Léopoldville and then Congo-Kinshasa after the capital was renamed in 1966.
For ease of reading, I have referred to it as Congo-Kinshasa when relating to events before 1971, and
Zaire in all other cases. The neighbouring Democratic Republic of the Congo is referred to throughout
as Congo-Brazzaville to avoid any confusion.

% The 700-mile-long Benguela railway line was built in the early 20" century by a Scotsman, and was
until independence one of Angola’s principal sources of revenue, shipping vast quantities of copper
from mines in Katanga (Belgian Congo) to Lobito for transhipment. Following the withdrawal of the
Portuguese, however, intense fighting and guerrilla activity along the Benguela railway line brought it
to a standstill, and by the mid-1990s of the ¢.390 bridges along its length a total of 385 had been
completely destroyed. When I visited Angola in March 1998, the only section still operational was the
twenty-mile segment from Benguela to Lobito.



South and east of these core Angolan provinces lies the vast and sparsely-populated
periphery of Angola, containing many of the smaller ethnic groups and large tracts of
uninhabited land.® Directly south of Benguela is Namibe — a barren and desert-like
province served by the small port of Namibe (formerly Mogdmedes) — and to its east
lies the most populous southern province — Huila — which is crossed by another
railway line stretching to Menongue.” One of Angola’s principal rivers — the Cunene
— cuts south through Huila (there is a large hydroelectric plant at Matala) and down
into the province of Cunene, forming the western border with Namibia. The joint
Portuguese-South African hydroelectric installations at Calueque and Ruacana have
ensured heavy South African involvement in this province since the late 1960s, and
were to provide the pretext for the South African intervention in 1975 (see Chapters 3
& 4). And finally on the eastern edge of Angola lie the remotest provinces of all. In
the north-east are the Lundas (Lunda Norte & Lunda Sul), an area covered in thick
jungle terrain which contains some of the world’s richest diamond mines, making the
region a tempting target for foreign mining companies, bandits and guerrillas. To the
south (forming most of Angola’s border with Zambia) is Moxico — Angola’s single
largest province at over 86,000 square miles — and along its southern border is
Cuando Cubango, described by the Portuguese as the ‘Terras do Fim do Mundo’
(‘Lands at the End of the Earth’).® The extreme remoteness and size of Moxico and
Cuando Cubango made these provinces ideal areas for running guerrilla operations,
and both the MPLA (in the 1960s and early 1970s) and UNITA (in the 1980s) would
use these territories to launch their challenge to the ruling regime in Luanda,
ultimately bringing some of the bitterest fighting of the Angolan War into these

remote areas (see Chapters 8-10).

¢ According to many Angolans I met in Cuando Cubango and Bi¢ in 1998, the periphery of Angola
actually had a significant population before the war broke out, but the majority of it has fled since the
fighting, turning once-prosperous settlements at Menongue, Cuito Cuanavale and Kuito-Bi¢ into ghost
towns.

7 From the late 1970s until the late 1980s, this railway line formed the backbone of the Cuban-manned
ATS (Agrupacion Tropas del Sur, Southern Troup Grouping) Defence Line, effectively delineating the
southern border between MPLA-held territory to the north and the vast UNITA-infested no-man’s-land
to the south and east. The railway has remained more or less operational in Huila, and during my stay
in Angola in early 1998 [ was able to travel from Lubango to Matala on the train, after which the line
has been destroyed. Menongue railway station is now disused and contains a café with a solitary table.
8 UNITA’s secret base at Jamba (Cuando Cubango) is a little over 900 miles from Luanda, yet only 20
miles from the Caprivi Strip from where it has until recently received all its supplies.



Principal ethnic groups in Angola

Angola has a population of around 11 million,’ and contains at least eight distinct
ethnic groups — each with its own language and host of dialects — the most prominent
of which are the Mbundu, the Bakongo and the Ovimbundu (see map).'°
Representing over three quarters of the indigenous population (25%, 15% and 37%
respectively),'! these three ethnic groups dominate the Angolan political landscape,
and the intense and often bitter rivalry between them has often been used by external
powers to maintain their grip on the country. Given the proximity of their traditional
homeland to the major Portuguese colony of Luanda, the Mbundu have historically
had the closest contact with the ruling elite, and to this day the Angolan government
continues to be dominated by Mbundus who view Luanda as their official capital.
The Bakongo, on the other hand, have always had more in common with their ethnic
brothers in the Belgian and French Congos (modern-day Congo-Kinshasa and Congo-
Brazzaville), and the fluidity of the northern border region of Angola has resulted in
the frequent intermingling of these populations, inevitably encouraging both
neighbouring countries to interfere in Angola’s internal affairs. The largest single
ethnic group — the Ovimbundu — remains to this day the most marginalized of the
three, basing its power in the central highlands of Huambo and Bi€é, and viewing the
Luanda elite — in particular the ‘mestigos’ (mixed race) and ‘assimilados’

(‘assimilated Angolans’) — with intense mistrust.'> This three-way ethnic split in

® Due to the extended war in Angola and the enormous displacement of the population into the cities
(principally Luanda and Benguela) and neighbouring countries (Zaire and Zambia), there are no
accurate population figures, and the most recent figure — 10.1 million in July 2000 (CIA World Fact
Book) — is at best an estimate. In 1956, the Portuguese state estimated the Angolan population at
4,369,500 (Marcum, The Angolan Revolution (1950-1962), p.1), and by 1979 this had grown to 6
million (Ortiz, op. cit., p.206), finally topping 11 million in the late-1990s.

' The eight principal ethnic groups in Angola are (in order of size) the Ovimbundu, Mbundu,
Bakongo, Lunda-Chokwe, Nganguela, Ovambo, Nyaneka-Humbe & Herero. The mesti¢o (‘mixed
race’) can also be considered a separate ethnic group, and there are many other sub-groups and even
undocumented tribes living in the remoter regions of Angola.

" These figures (taken from the US Library of Congress website, http:/www.loc.gov/) are from 1988
and are therefore representative of the Angolan population during the period of the Cuban intervention.
12 Assimilagdo (‘Assimilation’) was a policy adopted by the Portuguese authorities to ‘assimilate’
indigenous Africans into the Portuguese colonial population, and involved applicants renouncing all
cultural and ethnic ties with Africa and fully embracing the Portuguese culture, customs and language.
‘Assimilados’ were therefore natural targets for the Angolan nationalists who viewed them with a
hatred which was out of all proportion to their numbers (by 1950 they represented only 0.25% of the

population [John Marcum, The Angolan Revolution: The Anatomy of an Explosion (1950-1962) (Vol.
1), The MIT Press, Cambridge (MA), USA, 1969, p.5, n11]).




Angola was to prove crucial in the struggle for independence which developed during
the 1960s, and would eventually lead to the creation of three separate independence
movements which — although they each professed to represent all the Angolan people

— drew the bulk of their support from one of the three major ethnic groups (see

below).

Brief history of Angola, pre-1950

Like so many African countries, Angola is essentially a false construct, and was
pieced together in the late 19% Century from various Portuguese colonies along the
south-west African coast, principal among them Luanda, Benguela and Cabinda.'?
Since the late 15 Century Portugal’s principal interest in Africa had been the export
of slaves, ivory and ﬁrecious stones, and as a result of this the bulk of the Portuguese
colonies clung to Angola’s 1,000-mile-long coastline, some parts of the interior
remaining relatively undiscovered until the 1920s.'* Education of the indigenous
population was left to the waves of American missionaries who arrived in Angola in
the early 20" century, and the effective division of Angola between three principal
religious groups — the Baptists in the north, the Methodists in the Luanda hinterland,
and the Congregationalists in the central highlands — exacerbated the ethnic tensions
already existing between the Bakongo, Mbundu and Ovimbundu."® Two major waves
of Portuguese immigrants — in the 1910s during the First Republic and again in the
1950s during the Salazar dictatorship — massively boosted the economic development

of Angola, although this was achieved at the expense of the indigenous population

" The borders of Angola were not finally set until 1926 when a dispute with South Africa over
Angola’s southern border with South Western Africa (Namibia) was resolved.

" During the 17™ Century Luanda became one of the principal slave-trading ports in Africa, annually
exporting between 5,000 and 10,000 slaves. So important was the slave trade to Luanda, that following
the abolition of slavery prominent figures in the Luanda elite — most notably Dona Ana Joaquim whose
palace stills stands on the Rua Direita — secretly continued to deal in slaves until the late 19™ century,
smuggling them out in barrels of palm oil in the most barbaric conditions.

% David Birmingham, Frontline Nationalism in Angola and Mozambique, James Currey, London,
1992, p.24. The effect of these missionaries in educating a new indigenous elite cannot be understated:
the fathers of all three leaders of Angola’s principal independence movements were prominent figures
in one of the religious groups (Neto’s father was a Methodist priest, Roberto’s father was a prominent

Baptist, and Savimbi’s father was a Congregationalist minister who preached along the Benguela
railway line).
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which was institutionalised into annual forced labour.'® Following the discovery of
vast petroleum reserves off the coast of Cabinda in 1955, Angola underwent an
economic boom which by the early 1970s had converted it into the jewel of the
Portuguese Empire, producing huge revenues for the Lisbon government from the
export of petroleum, diamonds and coffee.!” Boosted by the Angolan revenue,
Salazar rejected all calls to decolonise Portugal’s African empire — crushing all
discussion of Angolan autonomy or independence — and thus it was not until the early

1950s that the first organised resistance started to emerge in Angola.

The birth of Angolan nationalism (1950-1961)

Inspired by the wave of nationalism which swept Africa following the Second World
War,'® in the early 1950s the first nationalist movements began to appear in Angola,
and by the time of the Second All African Peoples’ Conference in Accra in January
1960, two principal movements had emerged. The first was the UPA (Unido das
Populagdes de Angola, Union of the Angolan Peoples) led by Holden Roberto, a
Bakongo who had spent most of his life outside Angola and who was at the time one
of President Nkrumah'’s protégés.'® Roberto drew the majority of his support from
northern Angola’s Bakongo population (hence his organisation’s original name,
Union of the Northern Angolan Peoples [UPNA]),? although his Foreign Minister —

Jonas Savimbi — was a prominent Ovimbundu (and would later resign his post to

16 Massive immigration during the 1950s boosted the white population from 80,000 to nearly 200,000
by 1961, and by the time of the Carnation Revolution in Portugal (25 April 1974) there were more than
300,000 Portuguese in Angola, the vast majority of them fleeing to Portugal in the months immediately
Freceding independence.

7 By 1973 Angola was the fourth largest coffee-exporter in the world, and the third largest of
diamonds, producing an average US$70 million in revenue for the Portuguese government every year
(Marcum, The Angolan Revolution (1950-62), p.7). Between 1960 and 1974 the Angolan economy
grew at a robust 7% per year.

'® The event which sparked off this wave of African nationalism was a march by black ex-servicemen
in front of the Governor’s castle in Gold Coast (later Ghana) in 1948. Initially the authorities refused
to give way, but they were eventually forced to give in to African demands, and on 6 March 1957
Ghana became the first African country to gain independence from Britain (Birmingham, op. cit., pp.4-
5).

1% Roberto’s father had fled Angola in 1925 — when Roberto was only two — and settled in Léopoldville
(Kinshasa), raising his son there. Thus when Roberto entered Angola with an invading force in July
1975, it would be his first return to the country for fifty years.

% There is some disagreement over when exactly the UPA was founded. Roberto (in interview with
author, Luanda, 27 May 1988) claims that the UPNA was founded around 1954, whereas most sources
date its foundation in July 1957, the change to ‘UPA’ only being adopted at the Accra Conference.




found Angola’s third liberation movement, UNITA [see Chapter 1]). Also present at
the Conference was Roberto’s principal rival in Angola, the MPLA (Movimento
Popular para a Libertagdo de Angola, Popular Movement for the Liberation of
Angola), an organisation Roberto viewed with suspicion for its more cosmopolitan
membership.?! Formed from a disparate collection of radical nationalist movements
(including the Angolan Communist Party), the MPLA was headed by Agostinho Neto
— a rising Mbundu nationalist figure and poet — and contained many important
intellectuals who would later play a prominent role in Angolan history, among them
Viriato da Cruz, Lopo do Nascimento and Lucio Lara.?? At this stage, there was little
to tell the Angolan movements apart — both expounding a nationalist, non-racial and
anti-imperialist ideology — but over the next few years the strong Marxist ideology of
many of the MPLA’s leading members would push the movement into the socialist
camp, while Roberto’s growing ties with the emerging Kinshasa elite would

effectively ally him with the West.”

The outbreak of the fighting in Angola, January-March 1961

The wave of African nationalism which swept into southern Africa in 1960 was to
provide the spark that set off Angola’s thirteen-year insurgency, and was triggered by
the announcement in January that the Belgian Congo would rapidly be granted
independence, and then further fuelled by the British Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan’s ‘Winds of Change’ speech to the South African parliament on 3

February, which promised speedy independence for Britain’s colonies in Africa.

2! Roberto (in interview) recalled meeting the MPLA delegates for the first time at this conference,
remarking unfavourably on the high proportion of whites and mesticos among them.

2 The MPLA grew from various organisations, starting with the Partido Comunista de Angola (PCA)
which was formed by Viriato da Cruz and Mario de Andrade in October 1955. In January 1956 the
PCA merged with other radical Angolan groups to form PLUAA (Partido da Luta Unida dos Africanos
de Angola, Party of the United Struggle of the Africans of Angola), and on 10 December 1956 this then
became the MPLA, a name it would keep until the ‘Sovietization’ of the Angolan state in the late 1970s
when it was renamed the MPLA-PT (‘Partido Trabalhador’, “Workers Party’). Neto became effective
leader in May 1959 when the founding president Ilidio Machado Alves was arrested by the Portuguese,
and following his own arrest in June 1960 Neto was then elected Honorary President, eventually taking
up the leadership of the MPLA in December 1962 after his escape from Portugal.

% There are abundant rumours that the UPA received funding directly from the CIA during the 1950s
and 1960s, and although Roberto (in interview) has subsequently denied this, there is little doubt that
prior to independence all the Angolan independence movements sought support, financial assistance
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Only six weeks later South Africa’s own bloody internal insurgency flared up with the
Sharpeville massacre — during which South African police shot dead 69 Africans and
wounded 176 others — and from then onwards the rest of southern Africa was
engulfed in a wave of fighting which was to continue for the next three decades. With
the independence of the Belgian Congo in June, both the MPLA and UPA set up
offices much closer to Angola in Léopoldville (Kinshasa), and immediately drew up
plans to launch their armed struggle the following year. The Portuguese authorities
reacted to the increased tension in Angola with a clampdown on known activists,
arresting Neto on 8 June and then killing and wounding over 200 Angolans in the
disturbances which followed. Nevertheless, by the beginning of 1961 both
movements were ready to launch their campaigns,’* and that year three separate
uprisings rocked Portuguese Angola, initiating a cycle of conflict which has continued
almost unbroken to the present day. The first uprising — led by two mysterious figures
called Anténio Mariano & Kula-Xingu — blew up in the Kassanje cotton-growing area
(eastern Malanje) in January, but was quickly put down with savage Portuguese

reprisals, as many as 7,000 Angolans dying in the massacre which followed.

The MPLA launches its insurgency, 4 February 1961

Of more lasting importance, however, was the bungled launch of the MPLA’s
guerrilla struggle one month later in Luanda. Seeking to capitalise on the presence of
a large number of foreign journalists gathered in Angola to witness the arrival of the
hijacked liner Santa Maria (the hijackers eventually sailed it to Recife in Brazil), on 4
February 250 MPLA guerrillas launched attacks on Luanda’s main police station,
government buildings and the infamous S&o Paulo prison. The Angolans were unable

to release any of the 86 prisoners, however, and after heavy fighting they were forced

and weaponry from wherever they could find it (including from countries which would later end up
arming their enemies).

 On 9 November 1960 the MPLA issued orders to their commander in Angola — Comandante Paiba —
to prepare an assault force of 250 men, and one month later an MPLA delegation announced at a press
conference in the British House of Commons that the movement was about to launch its armed struggle
in Angola. The UPA began planning its own armed insurrection in 1959, and was assisted by Nkrumah
and Franz Fanon (who had made his name in the Algerian War which he helped the FLN [Front de
Libération Nationale] launch in November 1954).
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to withdraw, leaving behind at least seven Portuguese and 40 Angolan dead.”® The
raid failed to spark the general uprising they had hoped for, and the Portuguese
responded with a ruthless counter-insurgency campaign in and around Luanda,
arresting over 5,000 Angolans while Portuguese settlers were allowed to run amok in
Luanda’s musseques (shanty towns), killing dozens of black Angolans. Within weeks
the MPLA had been driven out of Luanda — many of its operatives being killed or
captured — and the remnants retreated to the relative safety of the Dembos, a
mountainous area 100 miles northeast of Luanda which was an Mbundu heartland.
There they set up the MPLA’s “1** Military Region’ for what was expected to be a
protracted guerrilla campaign, and they were quickly surrounded by the Portuguese
army which eventually stationed nearly 50,000 troops in the region, cutting the
guerrillas off from their support in Léopoldville. With the Portuguese cordon
intercepting all relief columns and correspondence, the situation in the Dembos
became increasingly desperate, and by late 1964 the MPLA leadership would be
forced to seek direct foreign assistance to help them reinforce the 1% Military Region,

initiating the military alliance with Cuba (see Chapter 1).

The UPA uprising in northern Angola, March 1961

More serious than either the Kassanje or Luanda uprisings, however, was the third
and final uprising launched by the UPA in northern Angola in March 1961 which
immediately threw Angola’s already unstable situation into chaos.?® With separate

uprisings planned to flare up simultaneously across the Bakongo’s northern Angolan

% The ten 25-man teams were under the command of Comandante ‘Paiba’ (Domingo da Silva), and
were given separate tasks according to specific instructions from “Mula Ula’. their name for Neto (who
was in prison at the time). On 1 February they gathered in a large house on the edge of Luanda, and
split into groups to attack eight separate objectives: the prison, the police (Seventh Squad), the colonial
administration (in charge of contracts and the tax on black Angolans), the post office, the aviation
corps, the Indisma company (which supplied domestic labour to the Portuguese army) and the palace.
The last group would patrol the city to wam of approaching reinforcements. The fighting started with
an attack on the prison, but the Angolans were unable to release any of the prisoners as the Prison
Governor had the only key and the Angolans were armed only with machetes and ‘canhangulos’
[primitive shot-guns] (Eloy Concepcion, Por qué somos internacionalistas, Ediciones Politicas,
Havana, 1987, pp.4-9 & Marcum, The Angolan Revolution (1950-62), pp.126-129).

* In late 1960 Roberto had sent a thirteen-man team of UPA guerrillas (under Conego Manuel) to
Luanda to prepare an urban uprising, but they were taken unprepared by the MPLA’s pre-emptive
strike and were quickly driven out of Luanda, heading for the Bakongo heartland in northern Angola
where a full-scale uprising was being prepared (Roberto in interview).
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heartland (see map), the UPA’s leaders were hoping to spark a national uprising
against the Portuguese, but they were to get more than they bargained for when the
first clashes unleashed a wave of vengeful violence against the Portuguese settlers in
Zaire and Uige provinces, as many as a thousand of them being killed in the first few
days. Attending a UN summit in New York at the time of the uprising, Roberto was
greatly embarrassed (and shocked) by the savagery of the attacks on the Portuguese
settlers, and news of UPA atrocities did much to undermine the Bakongo movement’s
legitimacy abroad whilst building sympathy for the Portuguese (whose own brutality
received little press attention).”’ Graphic images of raped and mutilated settlers
enflamed the Portuguese public’s rage,® and the army launched a murderous counter-
offensive into northern Angola, destroying dozens of villages and killing at least
20,000 Africans before the uprising was put down.”’ When the UPA’s last stronghold
at Pedra Verde (Uige) fell to Portuguese forces on 20 September 1961, the surviving
UPA guerrillas joined the 150,000 Bakongo refugees fleeing over the border into
Congo-Kinshasa, and from late 1961 onwards they started to launch sporadic forays

into northern Angola from military bases in the frontier area.

The Congolese governments start to back UPA & MPLA as fishting breaks out
between them, (late 1961 onwards)

Almost immediately, however, UPA patrols started to clash with MPLA guerrillas

attempting to infiltrate the Dembos from Léopoldville, and following the ‘Ferreira

?7 Speaking of the massacre of Portuguese settlers, Roberto (in interview) said: “I said at the time that
when you have a frying pan on a fire and you close the lid, it is going to explode. We were surprised
because we didn’t expect such a massacre, but we understood afterwards that the people were so...
there was an explosion after so many years of exploitation. So they committed terrible acts... A
popular revolution can’t be controlled. A popular explosion can’t be controlled. Something like 7,000
colonists were killed”. Roberto also recalled, however, some of the savage Portuguese reprisals,
describing the state of the thousands of refugees who fled into Zaire following the uprising. One man —
whose face was horrendously swollen — had apparently shouted out ‘Viva a liberdade!” (‘Long live
freedom!’) as a Portuguese unit was marching past, and in retaliation the commanding officer had
forced a padlock through his lips.

% See Hor4cio Caio, Angola: os dias de desespero, publisher not marked, Portugal, 1961, for some
ganicularly graphic examples of these photos.

® Marcum (The Angolan Revolution (1950-62), p.141-149) notes many reports by American Protestant
missionaries in the region of the wholesale massacre of the indigenous population, the Rev. David
Grenfell later remarking that “the savagery of the Portuguese reaction kicked and scattered the fire until
the whole of the north was ablaze”. An estimated 20,000 Africans were killed in the first six months,
rising to as many as 50,000 by the end of the Portuguese pacification campaign.
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incident’ on 9 October 1961 — when a UPA patrol captured and executed 21 MPLA
guerrillas under Tomas Ferreira en route to the 1 Military Region — open warfare
broke out between the MPLA and UPA, greatly hampering both movements’ guerrilla
campaigns against the Portuguese. Over the next three years their respective
insurgencies limped on ineffectively, neither movement able to make effective
headway against the massively-reinforced Portuguese garrison, and very quickly
Angola’s northern neighbours — Congo-Kinshasa and Congo-Brazzaville — were
drawn into the conflict, arming and supplying their preferred candidates. Congo-
Kinshasa had collapsed into chaos less than a week after being granted independence
(30 June 1960), an army mutiny and the subsequent secession of the copper-rich
Katanga province (later re-named Shaba) precipitating a military intervention by UN
forces which lasted until January 1963. Once the secessionist leader Moise Tshombe
had been defeated, however — his Katangese forces fleeing west into Angola’s
Moxico province — two leading figures emerged in the Léopoldville political elite:
Joseph Kasavubu (the Congolese President) and Joseph Mobutu (the Army Chief).
Roberto’s close relationship with both men ensured military and financial support for
his cause, and under their patronage on 27 March 1962 Roberto re-branded the UPA,
merging it with a Bakongo nationalist group to form the FNLA (Frente Nacional para
a Libertagdo de Angola, National Front for the Liberation of Angola).

The desire to support the FNLA was more than fraternal, however, as the
Léopoldville government had its eye on the oil-rich Cabinda enclave, and even while
outwardly supporting Roberto’s express desire to maintain the territorial integrity of
Angola, it simultaneously gave secret military support to the nascent FLEC
secessionist insurgency in Cabinda in the hope of strengthening its hand there.
Congo-Kinshasa’s bitterest regional rival Congo-Brazzaville — whose capital faced
Léopoldville across the other side of the Pool — had similar ambitions on Cabinda,
however, and following the expulsion of the MPLA from Léopoldville in November
1963, Alphonse Massemba-Débat’s Marxist government invited the MPLA to set up
its operations in Brazzaville. With territorial rivalry between the two Congolese
governments growing ever fiercer, it was only natural that Brazzaville would choose

to support the FNLA’s bitterest rival, but the inevitable effect of this arrangement was
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to exacerbate further the bitter divisions between the MPLA and FNLA, ensuring that
in the long-term there would be no reconciliation between the two liberation
movements. With a new rear-base in Dolisie (modern-day Loubomo) — only 25 miles
from the border with Cabinda — the MPLA was able to launch its 2™ Military Region
in January 1964,% and it continued in its efforts to send reinforcements to the stranded
1** Military Region in the Dembos, having frustratingly little success. In the
meantime tensions between Brazzaville and Léopoldville continued to grow — fuelled
by Massemba-Débat’s decision to give military backing to the nascent rebellion in
eastern Congo-Kinshasa — and by the time Che Guevara arrived for an official visit in

January 1965, Brazzaville would be in fear of a retaliatory invasion by Léopoldville
(see Chapter 1).

South African involvement in Angola prior to 1974

South Africa’s interest in Angola dates back as far as 1915 when South African forces
conquered German South West Africa (Namibia), taking over its administration under
a League of Nations mandate.”’ Namibia’s 860-mile-long border with Angola
ensured close cooperation between the South African and Portuguese governments,
and following the outbreak of fighting in South Africa and Angola in 1960/61, these
contacts were strengthened by the appointment of South Africa’s first resident

military representative (and Vice-Consul) in Luanda.*?> South Africa’s occupation of

30 The MPLA had attempted to launch a guerrilla front in Cabinda in January 1963, but it had had little
success and following the move to Brazzaville in January 1964 an extraordinary Conferéncia dos
Quadros (‘Conference of Leading Cadres”) was held which re-organised and then re-launched the o
Military Region, again with little success. Frustration with the lack of the progress in Cabinda would
be another prime factor in motivating the MPLA leadership to seek foreign military assistance from
Che Guevara in 1965 (see Chapter 1).

3! The new province was called the South West Africa Protectorate, and in 1920 the League of Nations
designated it a ‘C* Mandate territory to be governed by South Africa as an integral part of the British
Commonwealth. Namibia’s colonial status was reconfirmed after the Second World War by the
International Court of Justice, but in 1968 this was overturned by the UN General Assembly which
called for the territory’s independence, a tortured process which was only completed in 1989 (Jim
Hooper, Anthony Rogers & Ken Guest, Flashpoint! At the Front Line of Today's Wars, Arms and
Armour Press, London, 1994, p.114).

2 WS Van der Waals, Portugal’s War in Angola, 1961-1974, Ashanti Publishing, Rivonia (RSA),
1993, p.134. Vice-Consul Ben de Wet Roos was appointed in November 1963 and succeeded on 2
December 1965 by Jannie Geldenhuys, a man who was to play a pivotal role in South Africa’s two
most important operations in Angola. Throughout Operation Savannah (1975-76) he would be
Director of Operations (D Ops) of the SADF, and by the time of Operations Hooper and Packer (the
Cuito Cuanavale campaigns of 1987/88) he would be Commander-in-Chief of the SADF (Jannie
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Namibia was by then drawing fierce international criticism — the UN General
Assembly repeatedly calling for the colony to be granted independence — and
eventually in August 1966 a relatively-unknown liberation movement — SWAPO
(South West Africa People’s Organisation) — launched a guerrilla insurgency in the
northern Ovambo region of Namibia which borders southern Angola. With SWAPO
guerrillas operating back and forth across the Namibia-Angola border — and with the
MPLA, FNLA and eventually UNITA spreading their insurgencies into Moxico and
Cuando Cubango — the Portuguese army and the SADF (South African Defence
Force) inevitably drifted into a military alliance, directly involving the South Africans
in the fighting in Angola. Throughout the 1960s the alliance between Pretoria and
Luanda gradually strengthened, and in the early 1970s both governments embarked on
a joint scheme to build a hydroelectric dam on a part of the Cunene river which forms
the western border between Angola and Namibia.** The installations at Calueque and
Ruacand gave the South Africans a direct economic stake in the outcome of the
Angolan insurgency, and would uitimately provide the pretext for launching an

invasion of Angola in late 1975 (see Chapter 4).

Soviet involvement in Angola prior to 1974

Perhaps surprisingly — given the size of Soviet military intervention in Angola during
the 1970s and 1980s — the Soviets initially showed only faltering interest in Angola’s
guerrilla insurgency, and throughout the 1960s provided unstable and at best
lukewarm support for Angola’s liberation movements. Attracted by the MPLA’s
openly Marxist sympathies, in late 1961 the Soviet Union started providing modest
military aid — mostly in small fire-arms and supplies — to the MPLA’s guerrillas. But

with the OAU (Organisation of African Unity)** constantly changing its mind over

Geldenhuys, A General’s Story: From an era of war and peace, Jonathan Ball Publishers,
Johannesburg, 1995, pp.37 & 52).

¥ The treaty to jointly develop a hydroelectric scheme on the Cunene river was signed on 21 January
1969, and over the next five years the South African government was to invest over 600 million rand
in the scheme.

** The OAU is effectively an African United Nations, and was founded on 25 May 1963 to mediate in
disputes between African states and to promote unity and solidarity in Africa. Membership has varied
greatly due to political disputes between the African delegates, and its efforts to positively affect the
Angolan War were to prove highly-unproductive, the organisation providing, withdrawing and then
restoring support for all three independence movements on several occasions.
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which Angolan movement it would officially recognise — and with growing
suspicions about Neto’s suitability to lead the MPLA — Soviet support for the MPLA
was shaky, and on more than one occasion the Soviets would withdraw their
assistance, only to tentatively restore it again at a later date. The Soviet Union had a
troubled relationship with Africa during the 1960s, suffering the embarrassing
collapse of several prominent African regimes it had been supporting,35 and this
eventually led the new Soviet premier Leonid Brezhnev to re-assess Soviet objectives
in sub-Saharan Africa, and to adopt a more geo-strategic approach to foreign policy.
As a result Soviet involvement in Angola gradually tailed off in the early 1970s, and it
would take the sudden decision by the Portuguese government to decolonise Angola
(in April 1974) to revive Soviet interest in the region, and force them to resurrect their
military alliance with the MPLA. Bereft of reliable support from the Soviets, the
MPLA therefore cast its net wide in its search for military assistance — most notably
obtaining military supplies from Yugoslavia — and this increasingly desperate search
would ultimately bring them into direct contact with the Cubans, leading to the

Brazzaville mission (see Chapter 1).%

American involvement in Angola prior to 1974

Following the Second World War, the USA had been one of the strongest champions
of decolonisation — applying pressure on the European colonial powers to speed up
the dismantling of their empires — and initially the Americans appeared to offer
support for the Angolan insurgents, voting in December 1960 in favour of UN
General Assembly Resolution 1514 which called on Portugal to start decolonising its
empire.’” Washington’s relationship with Portugal was complicated, however, by the

issue of the American military base on the Azores which it had been leasing from the

* In particular the Soviets were disheartened by the collapse of Ben Bella’s regime in Algeria (19 June
1965), followed by Nkrumah’s in Ghana (24 February 1966) and then Keita’s in Mali (19 November
1968).

% Until the Soviet Union started massive arms shipments in late 1974, the MPLAs principal weapons
supplier (aside from Cuba) was Yugoslavia, which never cut off its aid to Neto, even during moments
of acute factionalism in the MPLA (author’s interview with Paulo Jorge, Luanda, 8/9 October 1998).

%7 Only two countries voted against the Resolution — Spain & South Africa — and the American vote in
favour was widely interpreted as a tentative gesture of support to the Angolan guerrillas by John F
Kennedy’s administration (John Stockwell, In Search of Enemies: A CIA Story, W.W. Norton & Co.,
New York, 1978, p.51).
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Portuguese since the early 1940s. Not wishing to inflame Portuguese sensibilities in
the run-up to negotiations for an extension of the lease in late 1962, the Americans
backed off from offering direct support to the Angolan liberation movements, and
when Indian troops then invaded and occupied the Portuguese colony of Goa in
December 1961, the American administration sprang to Portugal’s defence,
denouncing the invasion in the UN. Increasingly viewing Portugal — along with South
Africa — as a necessary bulwark against the spread of Soviet influence in southern
Africa, throughout the 1960s the Americans gradually strengthened their alliance with
the Salazar regime — secretly allowing NATO aircraft and weaponry to be used in
Angola (in contravention of their own guidelines) — until by the early 1970s they had
come to rely on the Portuguese presence in Angola, leaving the USA poorly
positioned when the sudden decision to withdraw was taken in April 1974 (see
Chapter 3). The CIA is nevertheless rumoured to have given the FNLA some
financial assistance, and although Roberto has subsequently denied this,*® it is likely
that his close relationship with Congo-Kinshasa’s emerging dictator — Joseph Mobutu
— ensured that he had some contact with the CIA (who were one of Mobutu’s

principal sources of foreign support).

Summary of the situation in Angola by late 1964

Once the Portuguese army and the Angolan guerrillas had settled down into their
protracted and inconclusive struggle, therefore, there was little international interest in
the Angolan insurgency — aside from Angola’s immediate neighbours and the OAU —
and the liberation movements had little choice but to extend their search
internationally for foreign military assistance. By late 1964 — when Che Guevara
started his three-month tour of Africa — the MPLA’s search would have led to the first
fledgling contacts with Fidel Castro’s Revolutionary government in Havana which

was by then renowned as one of the principal sponsors of revolution in the world.

% Roberto denies receiving any money from the CIA prior to 1974, although he does recount meeting
with Senator John F Kennedy in 1960. Citing the speech Kennedy had given in 1956 (in which he
defended the right of the Algerian people to rise up against the French), Roberto urged him to use his
influence to gain American support for the Angolan liberation movements. Kennedy was allegedly
responsive to Roberto’s requests, but nothing more was to come of the meeting, and following his
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With a track record of dozens of ongoing guerrilla operations across Latin America,
Cuba seemed to be the ideal military sponsor for the MPLA, and during their first
high-level meeting with Guevara in January 1965 the MPLA leadership would press
for a programme of Cuban military aid which could help them resurrect their flagging
insurgency. What neither Guevara nor Agostinho Neto realised at the time, however,
was that the military alliance they were initiating would outlive them both, and would

end up lasting — with some lapses — for more than twenty-five years.

election to the presidency Kennedy actually strengthened the American-Portuguese alliance (Roberto in
interview).
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Chapter 1

The evolution of internationalism in the Cuban Revolution
& the birth of the Cuban-MPLA alliance
1959-1965

The ideological evolution of the Cuban Revolution has been an improvised and
volatile affair, and ‘internationalism’ is merely one of many ideologies which have
periodically been adopted (and adapted) by the Revolutionary government to fit its
changing political agenda. During the Revolution’s first months, Cuban
‘internationalism’ was limited to attempts to overthrow other dictatorships in the
Caribbean — most notably that of Gen. Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic
where Cuba’s ex-dictator had taken refuge — but as the Revolution grew more radical
in late 1959 so too did this ideology, extending to include all dictatorships in Latin
America, and eventually evolving into a fiercely anti-imperialist and anti-American
call to arms. The explosion in Cuban internationalist missions was the result of the
complex relationship between the two leading figures of the Cuban Revolution — Fidel
Castro and Che Guevara — and the unusual mix of Castro’s cold political pragmatism
and Guevara’s reckless idealism would prove a powerful combination, by the late
1960s converting Cuba from a docile satellite of the USA into one of the
revolutionary centres of the world. Casting the net ever wider in the search for
foreign allies, the Cuban regime would quickly come into contact with the leaders of
Africa’s revolutionary left, and this would ultimately lead to the first high-level
contacts with the MPLA which was to receive one of several Cuban internationalist
missions in Africa during the 1960s. Ultimately, however, Guevara’s increasingly
acrimonious relationship with Castro’s Soviet patrons — coupled with the dispiriting
failure of several internationalist missions abroad — would undermine his idealistic
ideology, and lead in the end to its total abandonment in the late 1960s (see Chapter
2).
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Background to the Cuban Revolution, 1953-1959

Following Gen. Fulgencio Batista’s seizure of power in Havana in March 1952, many
opposition groups within Cuba had tried unsuccessfully to overthrow the Cuban
dictator, but the most persistent challenge came from M-26-7 (‘Movimiento del 26 de
julio’, 26™ July Movement) which launched a quixotic attack against the Moncada
barracks in Santiago de Cuba on 26 July 1953. The attack was a fiasco, army
reinforcements driving off the rebels after less than half an hour of fighting, and eight
of the rebels and nineteen soldiers were killed, a further 61 rebels dying in the brutal
round-up which followed. The leading member of this revolutionary movement —
who survived the attack unscathed — was Fidel Castro Ruz, a charismatic and
overpowering figure who came from a rich land-owning family in Oriente (eastern
Cuba). The dramatic two-hour speech he gave at his trial in October 1953 — ‘La
historia me absolvera’ (‘History will absolve me’) — made his international reputation
as a leading revolutionary figure (and, it must be admitted, as a man who gave long
speeches),! and under pressure from the American government in May 1955 Castro
and his M-26-7 colleagues were released from the Isle of Pines’ Model Prison, having
served only eighteen months of their fifteen-year sentences. Regrouping in Mexico,
Castro immediately began planning an invasion of Cuba with the aim of setting up a
guerrilla insurgency in the remote Sierra Maestra (north and west of Santiago), and
while in Mexico City he met Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara, a young Argentine adventurer

who had fled to Mexico from Guatemala the previous year.

The Castro-Guevara relationship

The relationship which developed between Castro and Guevara over the following
three and a half years was to fundamentally shape the Cuban Revolution, radicalising
its objectives and pushing Cuba out of the American and into the Soviet sphere of
influence, and Guevara very quickly emerged as Castro’s preferred right-hand man.

Guevara had been born and raised in Argentina, and from a young age acquired a

' Fidel Castro’s longest recorded speech is fourteen hours (although the Cuban government archives are

not sure exactly how many speeches he has given as Cuban leader), and he still holds the record for the
longest speech to the UN General Assembly, lasting four and a half hours.
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reputation for determination and almost puritanical zeal, becoming an accomplished
rugby player despite suffering from the chronic asthma which was to dog him
throughout his life. Leaving Argentina in July 1963 (only three weeks before the
Moncada attack) on a journey across much of Latin America, Guevara gradually grew
more radical in his political views — coming into contact with a mixture of Peronist,
fascist and left-wing intellectuals — until by his arrival in Guatemala he had begun to
adopt Marxist-Leninism as his ideological model.> Although never holding a post in
the Arbenz government, in June 1954 Guevara attempted to organise a final stand in
Guatemala City against the CIA-trained army of Castillo Armas, but this fizzled out
scarcely after the fighting began, and Guevara was forced to flee to Mexico. It was
there through the Soviet Nikolai Leonov — who had travelled back from the
International Youth Festival in Moscow with Raul Castro in mid-1953, shortly before
the Moncada attack — that he was introduced to Fidel Castro.> Guevara was
immediately taken with Castro whose immense personality and loquacity
overpowered him, and by the end of the first meeting he had agreed to join the Cuban
expedition.” The dramatic change from reckless adventurer to cold, ruthless
revolutionary in the Sierra Maestra would quickly bring Guevara to Castro’s attention,

and lead to his appointment as the first ‘comandante’ (the guerrillas’ highest rank).’

The Cuban Revolutionary War, 1956-59

Castro’s planned uprising in Cuba was initially an unmitigated disaster, however, the

crossing from Tuxpan (Mexico) to Oriente (Cuba) turning into a gruelling week-long

% See Jon Lee Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life, Bantam Press, London, 1997, pp.71-
127, for a detailed account of Guevara’s political radicalisation during his journey through Latin
America.

? Cuban contact with the Soviets prior to 1960 is discussed below.

* According to oft-repeated legend in Cuba, Guevara joined Castro’s expeditionary force under the
condition that should the Revolution triumph — and should he live to see the day — Guevara would then
be allowed to take the struggle beyond Cuba’s shores, most notably to his home country of Argentina.
Whether Guevara did actually demand this from Castro — or whether it is merely a convenient re-
working of history to fit the Cuban regime’s political agenda — remains open to question.

* Guevara’s ruthless streak emerged early on in the Sierra Maestra when he volunteered to execute the
first suspected informer captured by the guerrillas. He shot the man through the head with little
emotion, and noted clinically in his diary where the entry and exit wounds were, and also that he now
owned the man’s possessions. During the Revolutionary War Guevara gained a reputation for
ruthlessness with the enemy, and following the capture of Havana he would have to be restrained by
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ordeal for the 82 men crammed on board, and by the time the crippled yacht ran
ashore at Los Cayuelos (Oriente) on 2 December 1956, the series of uprisings timed
to coincide with the landing had already gone ahead and been crushed. Abandoning
the yacht with many of its supplies still on board — Guevara later described the
landing as ‘more of a sinking” — the guerrilla force moved inland, and three days later
it was ambushed by the Cuban army near Alegria de Pio, only 22 guerrillas surviving
the hail of bullets and subsequent round-up to escape into the Sierra Maestra. It was
at this stage, however, that Castro showed his remarkable tenacity and his peculiar
ability to convert defeat into victory — something which would become a hallmark of
his political career — and over the following two years he gradually built his risibly
small band into a competent guerrilla army, by mid-1958 posing a direct challenge to
Batista’s power in Cuba. With Castro’s international profile continuing to grow — in
particular after Herbert Matthews visited the Sierra Maestra in February. 1957 and

reported on the guerrillas’ activities in The New York Times — relations with the

urban leadership of M-26-7 grew strained, and following the failure of a General
Strike in April 1958 a prolonged power struggle broke out between the Sierra and
Havana leaderships, encouraging Castro to look towards the Soviets as an alternative
source of support (see below). When a last-ditch offensive by Batista in late 1958
failed to dislodge the guerrillas, Castro was able to send his most trusted commander
— Che Guevara — to capture Santa Clara, and his capture of the city on 29 December
effectively cut the island in half, forcing Batista to flee Cuba two days later.

The radicalisation of the Cuban Revolution, 1959-1962

The overthrow of Batista was greeted with jubilation in Havana whose population
hoped it would bring an end to the corruption and gangsterism which had come to
characterise Cuban political life, and at this stage they expected a liberal-democratic
revolution which reflected the guerrillas” broad political and social base of support.
Once the Revolution started to lurch towards the left, however — in particular after the
take-over by Fidel Castro and the Cuban Communists in October 1959 — many of

those who had supported the overthrow of Batista would turn against the Revolution,

Castro (under international pressure) from shooting too many of the ex-Batista officers who fell into his
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some of Castro’s former comrades setting up their own insurgency in the Sierra
Escambray (south of Santa Clara). The first four years of the Cuban Revolution were
therefore dominated by the steady radicalisation of the government amidst growing

opposition within Cuba itself, and can be divided into five distinct phases:®
1) January-October 1959: Democratic-liberal phase

~  Broad-based political support for Revolution across Cuba

Castro calls for overthrow of other dictatorships in the Caribbean
2) October 1959-September 1960: Nationalist phase

-~ Radicalisation starts with removal of liberal government and
take-over by Castro & the Cuban Communists
Expropriation of businesses & confrontation with USA starts
- Birth of Cuban-Soviet military & political alliance

3) September 1960-April 1961: Latin-Americanist & anti-imperialist phase

- With ‘First Declaration of Havana’ (2 September 1960) Castro vows
to fight colonialism, capitalism & imperialism in the world

- Tensions with the USA & Latin America start to grow
4) April 1961-October 1962: Socialist phase

Castro declares socialist nature of Revolution as CIA-trained Cuban
exile force invades at Bay of Pigs (17 April 1961)

Following defeat of invasion force, tensions with USA reach boiling
point

hands.

® Taken from author’s conversations with Cuban writer & dissident Octavio Guerra Royo, Havana,
December 2000,
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5) October 1962 onwards: Communist phase

- ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ (22-28 October 1962), after which Cuba (with
American promise not to invade) effectively falls into Soviet sphere of
influence

- Start of serious disagreement between Castro & Guevara over Soviet

patronage, leading to 1968 crisis (see next chapter)

The confrontation with the USA & the birth of the Cuban-Soviet alliance

Throughout these first five phases of the Cuban Revolution, the growing dispute
between Cuba and the USA was to dominate the political agenda, eventually thrusting
Cuba onto the world stage as a central point of Superpower confrontation. Prior to the
Revolution, Cuba had been one of Washington’s most obedient (and lucrative)
satellite states in the Caribbean — its sugar-based economy entirely subordinated to
American interests which continued to strengthen under a string of corrupt Cuban
dictators. Following the guerrillas’ seizure of power, however, it quickly became
clear that the new Cuban government was seeking a direct confrontation with the
USA, and even before the expropriation of American-owned businesses started in the
summer of 1960 Washington had begun plotting the regime’s downfall.” Castro had
been planning his own show-down with the USA while still in the Sierra Maestra,®
however, and in late July 1958 — five months before Batista fled Cuba — he initiated
informal contacts with the Soviet Union. Meeting with Carlos Rafael Rodriguez (a
well-known Cuban Communist) in the Sierra Maestra — less than a week after the
Directory of M-26-7 had voted at a summit in Caracas to remove Castro as supreme

leader — Castro set up direct dialogue with Moscow, probably wishing to shore up

7 CIA agents began carrying out extensive sabotage operations in Cuba within months of Batista’s fall,
the most infamous of which involved blowing up the French ship La Coubre (which was transporting
weapons and ammunition from Belgium for the newly-formed FAR) in Havana docks on 4 March
1960, killing more than 80 people. Two weeks later (on 17 March) President Eisenhower authorised
the CIA to organise a Cuban-exile force to invade Cuba, this force eventually becoming 2506 Brigade
which carried out the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion the following year.

% As early as June 1958 Fidel Castro wrote to his long-term confidant and lover Celia Sanchez
declaring it was his “true destiny” to fight against the Americans to make them “pay dearly for what
they are doing” (quotations from Tad Szule, Fidel, A Critical Portrait, Coronet Books, Bungay
(Suffolk), 1989, p.482).
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support in his upcoming leadership battle. After two days of talks, Rodriguez left for
Havana to confer with Blas Roca and Juan Marinello (two other Cuban Communists),
and on 9 September he returned to the Sierra Maestra where he was to remain at
Castro’s side for the remainder of the war. Thus by the time Castro visited the USA
in April 1959, he had already decided on a definitive break with the Americans and

was looking towards the Soviet Union for possible support.”

The Communist ‘coup’ in Cuba, October 1959

The real birth of the Soviet-Cuban alliance came in October 1959, however, when in
what was effectively a secret coup the Castro brothers and Cuban Communists took
over the government, unleashing Cuba’s radical nationalist phase. The acting
president Manuel Urrutia and the remaining liberal members of the government were
easily removed in early October, but when Castro then attempted to appoint his loyal
but ineffective brother Ratil as Chief of MINFAR (Ministry of the Revolutionary
Armed Forces) he provoked a mutiny in the army. Hubert Matos — an important M-
26-7 cadre and veteran of the Revolutionary War — resigned in protest, refusing to
serve under a Communist, and the Army Chief Camilo Cienfuegos was sent to
Camagiiey to arrest him. Cienfuegos spoke with Matos instead, however, and as he
flew back to Havana on 28 October his aircraft disappeared, several weeks of
intensive searching producing no trace of wreckage or debris.'® Matos was
immediately arrested and imprisoned (spending more time behind bars than even
Nelson Mandela), and the government then lurched into its radical nationalist phase,
leading rapidly to a formal Cuban-Soviet alliance. The arrival of future Soviet
Ambassador Alex Alexiev in Havana only a week before Cienfuegos’s disappearance

suggests there may have been some form of Soviet complicity in the Communist take-

? Castro’s behaviour during his visit to the USA shocked his Cuban sponsor Felipe Pazos who had first
brought Castro to the Americans’ attention by arranging the Herbert Matthews interview, and who had
also arranged Castro’s American tour in April 1959 (author’s conversations with Octavio Guerra Royo,
Havana, September 1999 & December 2000).

1 To this day 28 October is commemorated annually in Cuba as the ‘Day of the Physical
Disappearance of Camilo Cienfuegos’, although many doubits still remain over whether his
disappearance was actually an accident.
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over,'! and following talks with Alexiev the Cubans formalised their alliance with the
Soviet Union, signing the first of many trade agreements in February 1960.
Khrushchev’s offer to buy Cuban sugar effectively pulled Cuba into the socialist
economic bloc, and this inflamed American sensibilities, setting in motion the Soviet-
American clash over Cuba which was to culminate in the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ of

October 1962 (see below).

History of internationalism, prior to 1959

Against this backdrop of brewing confrontation with the USA and a burgeoning
alliance with the Soviet Union, Che Guevara developed his own particular model of
internationalism, its evolution mirroring the rapid radicalisation of the Cuban
Revolution after October 1959. Although there are countless previous examples in
history of foreigners fighting for other countries for ideological reasons — the Greek
War for Independence (1821-32) standing out in particular — the internationalist
ideology which inspired Guevara did not come into existence until 1848 when Karl

Marx published The Communist Manifesto, a revolutionary statement of his and

Friedrich Engels’ political beliefs which ended with the provocative call: “Workers
of the world, unite!” Urging all proletarians to shed their nationality and fight for the
common cause against their oppressors, Marx’s ‘Proletarian internationalism” was
later refined by Lenin who introduced the concept of the struggle against imperialism,
producing the Marxist-Leninist ideology which was to dominate the vast majority of
African liberation movements after the Second World War. Incorporating the
concepts of international solidarity with workers of other nations and the constant
struggle for revolution, ‘Proletarian internationalism’ has been described by one
Soviet writer as “Marxist-Leninist theory in all of its constituent parts”.'> The

emergence of a Soviet-controlled socialist bloc after the Second World War further

"' 1t is also rumoured that around the time of Cienfuegos’s disappearance there was a secret meeting
between Fidel, Raul and the Soviet deputy premier Anastas Mikoyan on Ernest Hemingway’s yacht,
although what would actually have been discussed is open to speculation.

2 0 Drugov, Proletarian Internationalism: vesterday and today, Novosti Press Agency Publishing
House, Moscow, 1984, p.5. Drugov describes ‘Proletarian internationalism’ as “a principle for
practical action, {incorporating] above all the solidarity and unity of workers of different nations and
nationalities as they act together in the struggle for their class interests, and also the unity of the
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strengthened the concept of international solidarity between outwardly socialist states,
and this gained even greater significance as the Cold War effectively divided the

world into spheres of Western and Soviet influence.

Guevara’s first ‘Caribbean’ internationalist phase, February 1959-September
1960

The kind of internationalism Che Guevara envisioned when setting up an informal
‘Liberation Department’ at the Department of State Security in February 1959 — less
than a month after occupying Havana — was of a more localised Caribbean kind,
however, and had more in common with Simén Bolivar than Karl Marx. Although
the Cuban regime would subsequently claim that internationalism has deep roots in
Cuba — stretching as far back as the Indian chieftain Hatuey who fought against the
Spanish in Cuba in the early 16™ Century — the ‘internationalism’ practised by such
folk heroes as the Dominican Maximo Gémez (a leading general of the Cuban War of
Independence [1895-98]) was of a predominantly Hispanic kind, and was exclusively
concerned with the struggle for independence in Spain’s remaining American
colonies. Likewise, the 10,000 or so Cubans who volunteered to fight in Spain during
the Spanish Civil War (1936-39) were motivated as much by ties to their Hispanic
motherland as they were by the political ideologies of the time. Thus at the start of
the Revolution Cuba’s internationalist vision did not extend beyond the Caribbean
basin, and it was exclusively concentrated on overthrowing neighbouring
dictatorships, most notably in the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua and Panama. The
ad hoc nature of Guevara’s ‘Liberation Department’ inevitably led to poor
organisation and co-ordination, however — precipitating several unauthorised (and
unsuccessful) attempts by Cuban guerrillas to invade neighbouring countries'® — and

after the Communist take-over in October 1959 the ‘Liberation Department’ was

international working class and its vanguard — the Marxist-Leninist parties — as they struggle for the
emancipation of each nation, for the building of a new society™.

B3 The first — involving the landing of 80 Cubans in Panama on 24 April 1959 — was acutely
embarrassing for Fidel Castro who was on a tour of the USA and Canada at the time, and he publicly
offered Cuban help in capturing the insurgents. Another 22-man Cuban invasion force bound for
Nicaragua was apprehended before it left Cuba on 7 May 1959; again the operation had been planned
without the knowledge or sanction of the Cuban regime (Jorge I Dominguez, To Make a World Safe
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reorganised and put under the control of the Deputy Chief of MININT (Ministry of
Interior), Manuel Pifieiro Losada (known simply as ‘Barba Roja’ [‘Red Beard’])."*

Under Guevara’s supervision ‘Barba Roja’ set up ‘MOE section’ (‘M’ was the secret
digit for the department within MININT, ‘OE’ stood for ‘Operaciones Especiales’
[Special Operations]) to organise and direct all guerrilla training programmes in Cuba,
thus preventing any further embarrassments. Headed by Orlando Pantoja ‘Ola’ and
his deputy Ulises Estrada, MOE set up training schools for various Latin American
liberation movements in Cuba and helped them prepare their insurgencies, with much
input from Guevara himself.'"> MOE’s first coordinated operations in Latin America
were ‘Operacion Matraca’ — a guerrilla insurgency in Peru to be led by the poet
Héctor Béjar — and ‘Operacion Segundo Sombra’ — a “guerrilla madre” (guerrilla
centre) in northern Argentina which Guevara secretly hoped to command himself.'®
The strategy to be adopted by the Cuban-trained guerrillas was Guevara’s own
brainchild — ‘foquismo’ — a radically-new model of guerrilla warfare drawn from his
experience fighting against Batista’s army in the Sierra Maestra. Published in April

1960 under the title La guerra de guerrillas (‘Guerrilla warfare’),17 Guevara’s

ideology was a major departure from the established Marxist-Leninist model for

revolution, and laid down three ground-breaking principles:

1) Popular forces can win a war against a conventional army
2) Itis not always necessary to have to wait for a revolutionary
situation to arise — this can be created by the guerrilla forces

themselves

for Revolution: Cuba’s foreign policy, Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA), 1989, pp.117-
118).

14 <Barba Roja’ had been one of Ratil Castro’s former ¢Second Front’ aides during the Revolutionary
War, and gradually rose in prominence in the Cuban government, eventually being appointed Chief of
the Americas Department on the PCC’s Central Committee in December 1974.

13 Ulises Estrada recalls that: “We had to discuss everything concerning guerrilla or clandestine
movements with Che, although the overall chief was Fidel” (author’s translation from William Gélvez,
El Sueiio Africano de Che: ;Qué sucedid en la guerrilla congolesa?, Casa de las Américas, Havana,
1997, p.33).

'8 Gélvez, op. cit., pp.34-35. The code-name for the operation was taken from Ricardo Giiiraldes’s
famous gaucho Bildungsroman, ‘Don Segundo Sombra’ (1926).

'7 ¢Foquismo’ was originally sketched out in an article in 1959, and after its publication in ‘La guerra
de guerrillas’, it was adapted by Guevara into what was effectively a manual for guerrilla warfare:
Guerrilla Warfare: A Method, published in September 1963.
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3) In the underdeveloped countries of Latin America, rural areas

are the best battlefields for armed struggle

Providing aspiring revolutionaries with what has been described as a “how-to manual

for guerrilla warfare”,'® Guevara’s La guerra de guerrillas based its military strategy

on infiltrating a small guerrilla cell — or ‘foco’ — into a remote rural area, after which
it would gradually build itself up with recruits and supplies from the local population.
Steadily it would increase its operations in the area until it was ready to send out
further ‘focos’ across the country to spread the insurgency — just as Castro’s army had
done in the Sierra Maestra. Having been one of only 22 survivors of the original
landing force in December 1956, Guevara had witnessed a pitifully small guerrilla
band grow into a formidable army which eventually overthrew a powerful military
dictatorship, and he believed that this same model could be applied successfully to the
rest of Latin America. Unfortunately for Guevara, however, ‘foquismo’ had several
fundamental flaws — not least of which was its open publication which enabled the
CIA and Latin American dictatorships to prepare effective counter-measures'® — and
throughout the early 1960s he would grow increasingly frustrated with MOE’s failure
to set up a single successful ‘foco’, eventually forcing him to step in and command

one himself (see ‘Congo mission’ below).

The ‘Anti-imperialist’ phase & the search for new allies, Sept. 1960-April 1961

With the confrontation between Cuba and the USA growing daily throughout 1960 —
expropriations of American-owned businesses triggering tighter American economic
sanctions against Cuba — Castro’s government became ever more radical, and on 2

September 1960 it issued what became known as the ‘First Declaration of Havana’.

'8 Thomas C Wright, Latin America in the Era of the Cuban Revolution, Praeger, 1991, p.80. In
Guevara’s words the Cuban Revolution was “a modifier of old dogmas”, reflecting his belief that it
challenged the standard Soviet model for social revolution championed by the majority of the Moscow-
controlled Latin American Communist parties (quoted in Andrew Sinclair, Guevara, Collins, London,
1970, p.43).

' Ironically, the closest (and arguably most successful) students of his Guerra de Guerrillas were the
CIA who developed counter-insurgency tactics directly in response to Guevara’s specific guerrilla
model. In October 1961 they ran the first ‘Inter-American Counter-revolutionary War Course’ at
Argentina’s Escuela Superior de Guerra (Senior Military Academy), and over the following years were
to develop highly-sophisticated tactics for crushing ‘foquismo’ (Anderson, op. cit., p.522).
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Proclaiming Cuba’s determination to fight colonialism, capitalism and ‘American
neo-imperialism’ in the world, it was little less than a declaration of war on the USA
and its interests, and led Washington to speed up its plans for an invasion by CIA-
trained Cuban exiles. With Cuba’s allies in the region starting to desert Castro, the
search for new allies outside the Western hemisphere became more imperative than
ever, and in October 1960 Guevara was sent on a two-month tour of Communist bloc
countries to drum up support for the Cuban Revolution. Guevara had already made a
highly-publicised (and successful) tour of northern Africa and Asia in late 1959, and
his growing international profile rapidly converted him into Castro’s unofficial roving
ambassador, enabling him to set up contacts with many of the world’s leading
revolutionaries.”® The friendship Guevara developed with Egyptian president Gamal
Abdel Nasser opened up a gateway into Africa — encouraging close ties between Cuba
and the left-wing liberation movements there? — while his meetings with Chinese
premier Mao Zedong influenced him to turn away from the Soviet political model and
move towards the Chinese. Boosted by Guevara’s new international contacts, in early
1961 MOE expanded its operations dramatically, and over the next four years it
would extend its guerrilla training programme to an ever-increasing number of

African revolutionary movements, gradually converting Cuba into the guerrilla

training-centre of the world (see below).”

% Guevara left for his first three-month tour of Africa and Asia on 12 June 1959, visiting Egypt, India,
Indonesia, Yugoslavia & Ceylon (Sri Lanka). During his trip met with Gamal Abdel Nasser (Egyptian
president), Sukamo (Indonesian president), Marshal Josip Broz Tito (Yugoslavian president) and
Jawaharial Nehru (Indian Prime Minister), setting up diplomatic & economic relations with all of them.
During his 1960 trip, he met at length with Mao Zedong (Chinese premier) and Nikita Khrushchev
(Soviet premier).

! During his time in Egypt it is likely that Guevara met with representatives of the FLN (Front de
Libération National) — the Algerian liberation movement — setting up a military alliance which would
expand dramatically following Algerian independence in July 1962. There appears to have been no
direct contact with either the MPLA or FNLA at this stage, however, both of which were in the last
stages of planning for their own insurgencies (see below for a discussion of the Cuban-MPLA
relationship during the period 1959-65).

2 Anderson (op. cit., p.534) notes that “[bly the spring of 1962, Che was overseeing a campaign to

recruit and organize guerrilla trainees from among the hundreds of Latin American students invited to
Cuba on revolutionary scholarships”.
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The Bay of Pigs invasion (April 1961) & the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ {October
1962)

In April 1961 the confrontation between Cuba and the USA reached crisis-point with
the long-expected invasion by Cuban exiles at the Bay of Pigs, initiating the
Revolution’s fourth ‘socialist’ phase and impelling Cuba into an ever-closer military
alliance with the Soviet Union. The CIA had secretly been training the invasion force
in Guatemala throughout 1960, and was convinced that its arrival in Cuba would be
sufficient to spark a national uprising against the Revolutionary government. But due
to poor planning — and a behind-the-scenes power struggle between the Pentagon and
the CIA? — the invasion turned into a fiasco, Castro’s forces rapidly surrounding the
stranded beachhead (which received almost none of the American air support it had
been promised) and capturing nearly 1,200 of the invaders.* The Bay of Pigs was a
disaster for the Kennedy administration, and was compounded by Castro’s
simultaneous declaration of the “socialist nature of the Revolution’,? confirming
Cuba’s ideological opposition to the USA. Washington retaliated by getting Cuba
expelled from the OAS (Organization of American States) in January 1962, and this
in turn prompted the ‘Second Declaration of Havana’ (4 February 1962), Castro
decreeing that it was “the duty of every revolutionary to make revolution” and
predicting that revolution in Latin America was ‘inevitable’. With Cuba and the USA
now in a state of undeclared war, Castro strengthened his military alliance with the
Soviet Union, and in May 1962 accepted their offer to install ballistic missiles in
Cuba.?® Predictably, this move provoked a strong reaction from Washington, and

. when American U-2 spy planes photographed the suspected missile sites in. Cuba in

mid-October it sparked the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’, bringing both superpowers to the
brink of nuclear war.

2 See Appendix 2 for full discussion of the Pentagon-CIA clash during the Bay of Pigs.

* The CIA’s decision to land 2506 Brigade at Playa Girén and Playa Larga in the Bay of Pigs is still
utterly baffling, as there is scarcely a less suitable invasion site in the whole of Cuba. Although only
about 100 miles from Havana (130 by road), the Bay of Pigs is surrounded on all sides by the largest
swampland area in Cuba, the Ciénaga de Zapata, enabling Castro’s army to cut off any invasion force
by simply blocking the only main road towards Santa Clara. With no air support and unable to move
their limited armour into the Cuban interior, the exile force was effectively cut off in the Bay of Pigs,
and it was only a matter of days before its commanders were forced to surrender.

% Castro went further in December 1961 declaring he was a Marxist-Leninist and would remain so
until his death.
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On 22 October President Kennedy issued an ultimatum to the Soviets, ordering them
to withdraw their missiles within one week and imposing an immediate naval
blockade on Cuba. The Soviets initially refused to back down — fuelling fears of an
American invasion of Cuba and a possible nuclear holocaust — but after a week of
behind-the-scenes negotiations on 28 October a secret deal was struck between
Washington and Moscow, the Soviets agreeing to withdraw their missiles in return for
an American commitment not to invade Cuba.”’ The peaceful resolution of the crisis
was greeted with worldwide relief, but the news caused outrage in Havana which had
not been informed of the deal, Castro allegedly smashing a mirror with his fist when
he heard the news (Guevara later declared that if he had been in control of the missiles
he would have fired them oft).28 The Soviet climb-down was viewed as a betrayal by
the Cuban leadership, convincing Guevara of what he had suspected for some time —
that the Soviet Union was merely another imperialist power seeking to use Cuba as a
pawn — and encouraging him to look towards alternative sources of support (for
example China and Yugoslavia). Castro on the other hand took a more pragmatic
view, and while angry at being left out of the negotiations (something he would
ensure did not happen again during the Angolan War) he recognised that not only had
the Soviet deal removed the principal threat to his regime’s survival — an American
invasion — but also that without the Soviets’ continuing economic support Cuba stood
little chance of surviving the American economic stranglehold. From this point
onwards, therefore, Castro and Guevara started to diverge ideologically, weakening
Guevara’s position in the Cuban government and eventually forcing him to leave

Cuba altogether.

The break between Castro and Guevara, 1963 onwards

Conscious of their damaged relationship with Castro, in April 1963 the Soviets

invited the Cuban leader to visit the Soviet Union where they féted him for 37 days,

% Anderson, op. cit., p.527.

%7 The outcome of the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ was widely interpreted at the time as an American
victory, but unknown to the public Kennedy had also agreed to a second concession — the removal of
the USA’s Jupiter ballistic missiles from Turkey — in order to secure the Soviet climb-down. This was
kept secret, however, and would prove to be a miscalculation by Khrushchev whose support in the
Soviet Union rapidly evaporated following the Missile Crisis.
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promising huge economic and technical aid packages to compensate for the previous
year’s humiliation.”’ By the time Castro returned to Cuba in June the Soviet-Cuban
relationship had been repaired, and he immediately announced that Cuba would now
concentrate on sugar production (for export to the Soviet Union), forgoing the rapid
industrialisation plans which Guevara as Minister of Industry had been developing for
the previous two years. In fairness to Castro, Guevara’s economic experiments —
designed to create the ‘Hombre Nuevo’ (‘New Man’) free of materialism, prejudice
and greed — had been little short of disastrous, and the official shift back to the
monoculture (sugar) which Guevara had so vehemently decried was a clear signal that
he had fallen from favour with Castro. Increasingly at odds with the Soviet
leadership, Guevara was in danger of becoming a liability for the Cuban government
which was seeking to strengthen its alliance with Moscow, and it appears that many
of Castro’s supporters viewed Guevara’s growing international profile as a potential
threat to his grip on power. Bereft of a role in the new direction the Cuban
Revolution was taking, the logical solution appeared to be for Guevara to leave Cuba
and command one of the dozens of guerrilla ‘focos’ MOE had set up over the
previous three years, but to his horror (and humiliation) not a single one of them had
been successful,® and he quickly pinned his hopes on a ‘guerrilla madre’ which was

due to be set up in his home country — Argentina — in mid-1963.

Guevara’s Argentine project — the Masetti column

The guerrilla ‘foco’ had been training in Algeria since January 1963, and was under
the command of Ricardo Masetti, a former Argentine journalist who had become
Guevara’s principal go-between with the Algerian FLN, helping to smuggle arms to

them in the early 1960s (see below).>! Guevara’s plan was for Masetti’s column to

B Anderson, op. cit., p.544.
# The jovial atmosphere which developed was captured on film when — at a lunch in Khrushchev’s
dacha outside Moscow — Castro and Khrushcheyv started having a snow-ball fight, the entire Soviet

delegation eventually piling on top of Castro in the snow (see Red Chapters, a documentary by Opus
Television for S4C International, Cardiff, 1999).

*® Cuban-trained guerrilla ‘focos’ in Argentina (1958-63), Paraguay (1958-59) and Ecuador (1962) had

been quickly discovered and crushed, usually as a result of poor preparation and intelligence by the
guem’]las.

! Following the delivery of the arms (which had been captured during the Bay of Pigs invasion),
Masetti and his companion Federico Méndez had stayed for several months at the FLN’s HQ, training
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infiltrate northern Argentina and set up a ‘liberated area’ which could then serve as a
training ground for guerrillas from other Latin American liberation movements.
Learning the skills of guerrilla warfare from first-hand combat experience against
counter-insurgent forces (the only way to train a true guerrilla, in Guevara’s opinion),
guerrilla cadres could receive invaluable training iz situ whilst simultaneously
bolstering the core guerrilla force, before moving off to set up new ‘focos’ elsewhere
in Latin America. In this way Argentina would become a ‘guerrilla madre’,
irradiating out guerrilla ‘focos’ across Latin America until it was consumed by a
‘Continental Revolution’. Guevara hoped to join Masetti once the ‘liberated area’ had
been established, but once again the insurgency failed to take hold in Argentina, and
by April 1964 the guerrillas had been surrounded and wiped out.*? The failure of the
Argentine operation was a further demoralising blow for Guevara — seriously calling
into question the validity of ‘foquismo’ as a model for guerrilla warfare — and left him
perilously short of options. With no other Latin American guerrilla operations
expected to be ready for at least a couple of years® — and with his own role in the
Cuban government diminishing by the day — Guevara was unsure what his next move
should be, and it was in this predicament that he turned his attention to Africa,
initiating the search for a guerrilla insurgency to command which would inadvertently

result in the Cuban-MPLA military alliance (see below).

the Algerians in the use of the American arms they had brought with them. Anderson (op. cit., p.538)
notes that “[bly the time they returned to Cuba, they had established close links with the grateful
Algerian revolutionary leadership and its top military officers”.

%2 Masetti’s fate has never been satisfactorily determined. He was last seen heading into the mountains
with dwindling supplies and was never heard of again. Some of his comrades believe he died of
starvation, others that he committed suicide, whereas some Cubans maintain he was captured by
Argentine security forces who murdered him for the thousands of American dollars he had on him in
cash (Brig.-Gen. Abelardo Colomé Ibarra in Luis Baez, Secretos de Generales, Editorial Si-Mar (S.A.),
Havana, 1996, p.24 & Ulises Estrada in Gélvez, op. cit., p.35).

* The most promising project — an ambitious plan to launch a guerrilla war in Bolivia which Guevara
would eventually command himself in 1966/67 — was still in the planning stages, and for this reason
one of Cuba’s most promising agents Tamara Bunke Bider (‘Tania’) had been sent to Eastern Europe to
begin constructing an elaborate cover for herself. Even by the most optimistic estimates the first
guerrillas would not be infiltrated into Bolivia until late 1966, forcing Guevara to look elsewhere.
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Cuba’s growing involvement in Africa, 1961-64

Since extending its guerrilla training programme to African liberation movements in
1961,** Cuba’s contacts with African revolutionaries had expanded dramatically, and
were principally channelled through the Cuban embassy in Conakry whose chargé
d’affaires met regularly with them to discuss their policies and strategy, and offered
military assistance when appropriate.’> In December 1961 Cuba gave its first
internationalist aid to an African country, sending an arms cache to the Algerian FLN
(Front de Libération National) which was fighting for independence from the
French,*® and following Algerian independence in July 1962 Cuba set up its principal
African military mission in Algeria, rapidly adopting it as the operational centre for
Cuba’s global guerrilla training programme.®” Throughout 1963 the Cuban-FLN
alliance continued to strengthen — with the arrival of Cuba’s first internationalist
medical brigade (comprising 53 doctors and nurses) in May — and following a surprise
invasion of Algeria by Moroccan forces in October 1963, Cuba launched its first
overseas military intervention.®® In response to direct requests from Ben Bella, a
contingent of 685 Cuban troops, 22 T-34 tanks and assorted artillery was hastily
assembled and sailed to Algeria, completing its arrival by 29 October.’ ° Although the

* Among the first Africans to receive training in Havana were a group from the Zanzibar National
Party under ‘Field Marshal’ John Okello. Okello would later go on to launch a successful and
extremely bloody coup which overthrew the new Sultan of Zanzibar on 12 January 1964.

35 Sometimes this assistance failed to materialise, however. For example, in August 1963 the Cuban
chargé d’affaires in Conakry agreed to a request from the PAIGC for six months training in Cuba for
five of its cadres, but Cuba never delivered on its promise (Piero Gleijeses, ‘The First Ambassadors:
Cuba’s Contribution to Guinea-Bissau’s War of Independence’, Journal of Latin American Studies,
Vol. 29, February 1997, p.47).

*$ The Cuban ship — Bahia de Nipe — returned with 76 wounded guerrillas for medical treatment in
Cuba, as well as twenty Algerian children from refugee camps who were then educated in Cuba (Piero
Gleijeses, ‘Havana’s Policy in Africa, 1959-76: New Evidence from Cuban Archives’, Cold War
International History Project (CWIHP), Serial No. 6, Washington DC, 1996).

37 High-level contacts between the Cuban and FLN leaderships continued throughout the 1960s, Ben
Bella visiting Cuba in October 1962 (less than a week before the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ biew up). The
following year Guevara visited Algeria to celebrate its first anniversary of independence (3 July 1963),
and he was then accompanied on his return to Cuba by the vice-president Houari Boumedienne for the
26 July celebrations in Havana.

¥ A Cuban military mission was visiting Algiers at the time of the regional revolt in the Kabylia
mountains (29 September 1963) which provided the pretext for the Moroccan invasion two days later.
* The Cuban force sailed in two ships — the Aracelio Iglesias and the Andrés Gonzalez Lines — which
left Havana on 10 October and 17 October respectively. An advance Cuban military mission was sent
ahead to Algeria, and from 14 October it began planning a Cuban counter-attack which in the end was
never carried out. The operation went ahead despite the fact that Cuba had only days before been
severely lashed by Hurricane Flora, leaving much of the country in ruins. For a full account of the
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Cuban troops never saw any action — Algeria and Morocco signed a cease-fire the
very next day — the military operation was nevertheless a powerful demonstration of
Cuban solidarity with the Algerian regime, and proved that Cuba had the capability to
assemble and transport a sizeable military force to Africa in a remarkably short time.*’
The experience of the Algerian intervention would prove crucial to future Cuban
interventions overseas, and would serve as a model for the far larger military

intervention in Angola twelve years later (see Chapter 4).

Guevara plans to launch a ‘guerrilla madre’ in Congo-Kinshasa, late 1964

When Che Guevara turned his attention to Africa in late 1964, his strongest allies on
the continent — Ben Bella and Nasser — were concentrated in the Maghreb, and he
sought their help in setting up contacts with the nascent liberation movements in sub-
Saharan Africa, one country in particular catching his eye: Congo-Kinshasa.
Following several army mutinies, a secessionist war in Katanga (Shaba) province and
a series of corrupt dictators kept in power by mercenary forces, Congo-Kinshasa was
by the mid-1960s the cause celebre of Africa, and struck Guevara as the ideal place to
launch an African ‘guerrilla madre’.*! Guevara was especially attracted by the
country’s strategic location at the centre of the African continent, its immense jungle-
covered territory which offered almost unlimited protection for a guerrilla force, and
its proximity to several potential allies (such as the newly-independent Zambia) which
could provide rear-bases and military supplies. Unlike Latin America, sub-Saharan
Africa also had the advantage of not being in the USA’s ‘backyard’, and with a wave
of nationalism sweeping into southern Africa in the early 1960s, the potential for
extending Guevara’s ‘guerrilla madre’ across the southern part of the continent
seemed almost limitless. But Guevara’s understanding of Congolese politics was
almost non-existent, and his highly idealistic (and impractical) plans bore no relation

to the realities of fierce ethnic rivalry in sub-Saharan Africa, fatally undermining his

Cuban intervention in Algeria see Gisela Garcia Blanco, [.a Misién Internacionalista de Cuba en
Argelia (1963-1964), Imprenta de la Direccidn Politica Principal de las FAR (IDP), Havana, May 1990.
* The intervention also had a positive long-term effect on the FLN, the Cuban contingent remaining in
Algeria for another six months to train a large contingent of its cadres, handing over the weaponry,
armour and artillery it had brought from Cuba before withdrawing in May 1964.

# See Introduction for full background on Congo-Kinshasa.
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chances of success. Nevertheless, after making one final trip to Moscow in
November 1964 — which convinced him that it was time to leave Cuba** — Guevara
pressed ahead with his plans, and in December he began a three-month tour of Africa

to sound out his revolutionary allies on his plans to launch a ‘Continental Revolution’
in Africa itself.

Guevara’s tour of Africa, December 1964-March 1965

Before venturing into sub-Saharan Africa, Guevara first stopped off in New York to
give a fiery speech to the UN General Assembly, hinting at his intended destination
by declaring that “[we], the free men of the world, must be prepared to avenge the
crimes committed in the Congo.”*® He flew on to Algiers to confer with his trusted
ally Ben Bella, and then appears to have improvised his itinerary, flying back and
forth across Africa for the next two months to meet nearly all the leading
revolutionary figures in Africa at that time.** Guevara’s first stop in Mali — where he
met with President Modibo Keita, at the time one of the Soviets” staunchest African
allies — did little to advance his plans for the Congo, but his second in Congo-
Brazzaville was to prove far more significant, setting up military alliances which were
to last for more than two decades.”” On 2 January 1965 Guevara held talks with
President Alphonse Massemba-Débat and Prime Minister Pascal Lissouba who were

by then eager to forge a military alliance with the Cubans — fearing an invasion by the

2 Anderson, op. cit., p.616.

3 Quoted in Michael Wolfers & Jane Bergerol, Angola in the Frontline, Zed Press, London, 1983,
p-27.

* Guevara’s African itinerary was probably as follows: 17 December 1964: flies to Algiers, meets
with Ben Bella; 26 December 1964: flies to Mali, meets with President Modibo Keita; 1 January
1965: flies to Congo-Brazzaville, meets with Massemba-Débat and later Agostinho Neto; 8 January
1965: flies to Guinea-Conakry, meets with Sékou Touré, Amilcar Cabral and later with President
Senghor on Senegalese border; 14 January 1965: flies to Ghana, meets with President Kwame
Nkrumah; 24 January 1965: flies to Dahomey (modern-day Benin); 27 January 1965: returns to
Algiers; 5 February 1965: when in Paris invited by Chinese Ambassador to visit China; 6 January
1965: flies to China for 4/5 day visit; c¢.10 February 1965: returns to Algiers; 11 February 1965: flies
to Dar-es-Salaam, possibly via Zanzibar; 21 February: returns to Cairo; 24 February: gives
controversial speech in Algiers; late February: returns to Cairo to accompany Nasser on election trail;
14 March: arrives back in Havana (from William Galvez. op. cit., pp.36-56).

* My account of Guevara’s meetings in Congo-Brazzaville is taken from two interviews with Jorge
Risquet, one by David Deutchmann in Havana on 3 March 1989 (published in Changing the history of
Africa, David Deutchmann (ed.), Ocean Press, Melbourne (Australia), 1989, pp.1-40) & another by
Drumond Jaime & Helder Barber in Havana in August 1996 (published in Angola: Depoimentos para
a Historia Recente, 1950-76, Istoé Comunicagdes, Lisbon, 1999, pp.330-346).
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rival Léopoldville government at any moment — and they requested immediate
military assistance from the Cubans to help train the Congolese militia and (if
necessary) to defend Brazzaville itself. Guevara readily granted Massemba-Débat’s
request as it fitted in conveniently with his larger mission in the Congo, providing a
nearby rear-base which could supply his guerrilla front with recruits, weaponry and
supplies.*® Whilst in Brazzaville, Guevara also took the opportunity to meet with an
Angolan liberation movement with which Cuba had maintained loose relations since
the late 1950s — the MPLA — and the talks which followed would transform their

relationship, initiating their twenty-six year military alliance (see below).

Cuban contacts with the MPLA. 1959-1965

The MPLA’s first informal contacts with M-26-7 had started as far back as the late
1950s, through the Casa dos Estudantes do Império (Imperial Student House) in
Lisbon. Initially set up as a hostel, help centre and meeting place for African students
from the Portuguese Empire,*’ by the late 1950s the Casa dos Estudantes had become
a hotbed of nationalist and revolutionary thought, and a major recruiting centre for the
principal liberation movements in Portuguese Africa, among them the MPLA.*® It
was through the Casa dos Estudantes that the first tentative contacts with Castro’s

revolutionaries were made,*’ and these were followed in 1960 with more formal

“ It is also likely that Brazzaville’s support for the rebels in eastern Congo-Kinshasa — the CNL
(Conseil National de Libération, National Liberation Council) — gave Guevara the idea to set up his
‘guerrilla madre’ in the CNL’s area of operations, a decision he would come to regret by the end of the
year.

" The Portuguese Empire in Africa at the time comprised Angola, Mozambique, Guin€ (later Guinea-
Bissau), the Cape Verde islands, and the islands of Sdo Tomé & Principe (administered as one colony)
in the Gulf of Guinea.

“ paulo Jorge, who from 1957-62 was a leading MPLA activist at the Casa dos Estudantes do Império,
recalls one particular activist, Dr Arménio Ferreira, who politicised the African students who came for
free consultations: “[Dr Ferreira] came two or three times a week, and during the consultations he
would talk with us. And that way you could say he gradually awoke nationalism in each of us. and
depending on which country you were from he would orientate you to the MPLA, or FRELIMO, or the
PAIGC, or the CLSTP. This way I started to familiarise myself with the ideology of the MPLA, and to
meet some men who were already working for the party abroad, among whom were Mario de Andrade,
Marcelino dos Santos, etc., and then from that time a kind of group was formed which afterwards with
this Dr Ferreira discussed the culture of Angola, with music and books™ (author’s translation from
interview with Paulo Jorge, Luanda, 8/9 October 1998).

* Paulo Jorge (in interview) recalled reading and discussing Fidel Castro's ‘La historia me absolverd"
speech at the Casa dos Estudantes in 1957/58.
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contacts via the Cuban embassy in Conakry.” From the start the Cuban
Revolutionary regime gave considerable verbal support to the MPLA cause
internationally,”’ and in 1962 it offered the MPLA a number of scholarships for
Angolan students to study in Cuba, the first contingent arriving that summer. During
their stay in Cuba the Angolans received higher education as well as basic military
training, and among this first group were several men who would become prominent
figures in the MPLA, such as Onanbwe (the Angolan who delivered the request for a
Cuban military intervention in November 1975), and N’Dalu (until recently Angolan
Ambassador to Washington DC).”? Following the setting up of an MPLA office in
Algiers in February 1963, MPLA cadres started receiving guerrilla training from
Cuban and Algerian military instructors there,” and this programme continued on a
small scale until Guevara’s arrival in Brazzaville two years later. The turbulent first

years of the Cuban and Angolan Revolutions had conspired to keep Cuban-MPLA

% Jorge Risquet (in Deutchmann, op. cit., p.1) dates the first official contacts with the MPLA from
1962: “Some contacts were made with [the MPLA] around 1962... [The] comrades of the MPLA met
with our diplomats {in Conakry]. We offered them the solidarity they were seeking, and moral support
in their struggle against Portuguese colonialism”. However, the recent publication by Lucio Lara of a
collection of MPLA documents from the 1960s clearly shows that contact was made between Cuba and
the MPLA as early as March 1960. In a letter dated 14 March 1960 from Viriato da Cruz to Licio Lara
& Amilcar Cabral, da Cruz notes that “I had contact with an official Cuban delegation. The contacts
were fruitful”. Unfortunately he gives no further details in the letter, concluding that “given the nature
of the results, I think it better I tell you nothing by letter”. Lucio Lara’s reply four days later merely
notes: “The Cuban contact is good. [ don’t think it’s worth you giving me the details” (author’s
translation from Lucio Lara, Um Amplo Movimento... Itinerario do MPLA através de documentos e
anotagGes. Vol. 1 (até fev. 61), Luanda, 1998, pp.309 & 319). Colin Legum & Tony Hodges (After
Angola: The War Over Southern Africa, Rex Collings, London, 1976, p.20) also mention Guido
Séanchez as one of the first men Cuba sent out to Ghana in the early 1960s to make contact with anti-
Portuguese insurgent leaders in exile there. They suggest that the Cuban government’s interest in
meeting Portuguese-speaking revolutionaries was sparked by their contacts with members of Brazil’s
left-wing opposition.

5! In September 1959 when giving his first speech to the UN General Assembly, Cuba’s Foreign
Minister Ratl Roa urged other countries to help the nascent liberation movements in Angola &
Mozambique. Two years later, following savage Portuguese reprisals against the 1961 uprisings,
Cuban President Dorticds publicly denouriced what he termed Portuguese “colonialist genocide” in
Angola at the NAM’s founding summit in Belgrade. Informal contacts with African leaders and
national liberation movements continued throughout the 1960s, for example when the Director of the
INRA (Instituto Nacional de Reforma Agrararia) Dr Nufiez Jiménez met with the MPLA’s
representative Kassinda at the first African peace conference in Accra (Graham Elliott Viney, Angola:
a study in foreign intervention, 1974-1976, Faculty of Social Studies, University of Oxford (thesis),
August 1978, p.182).

52 Author’s interview with Paulo Jorge. N’Dalu was replaced in January 2001 by Josefina Perpetua
Pitra Diakidi (previously Angolan Ambassador to Sweden) after five years in the post.

%3 Nelson Valdés (in Cole Blasier & Carmelo Mesa-Lago (eds.), Cuba in the World, Pittsburgh (PA),
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1979, p.91) notes that by September 1963 there were over 1,000

guerrillas from Angola, Mozambique and Namibia being trained by the Algerians and Cubans in
Algeria.
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contacts at a low level,>* but following the meeting with Guevara in January 1965 a
radically different military alliance would emerge, resulting in Cuba’s first military

mission to train the MPLA in Congo-Brazzaville.

The birth of the MPLA-Cuban military alliance (January 1965)

On § January 1965 Che Guevara visited the MPLA delegation’s headquarters in
Brazzaville, meeting Agostinho Neto (President) and Liucio Lara (Political
Secretary).” The talks which followed were the first high-level contacts between the
Cuban regime and the MPLA, and Guevara used the opportunity to outline his vision
for a Pan-African revolution, listening with interest to Neto’s requests for Cuban
military aid and instructors to train the MPLA. Since launching the armed struggle in
Luanda on 4 February 1961, the MPLA had suffered severe military setbacks and was
struggling to compete with its main rival — the FNLA — based across the river in
Léopoldville.”® Roberto’s close contacts with the regime there had led to the MPLA’s
expulsion from Léopoldville in November 1963, and the subsequent move to
Brazzaville had caused considerable disruption to its operations, leaving the 1%
Military Region in the Dembos mountains in a precarious position. With FNLA
patrols intercepting and destroying all reinforcement columns — and with the
Portuguese cordon cutting off the guerrillas from supplies and outside communication
— the situation was becoming desperate,’’ and Neto’s hopes of breaking the deadlock

by extending the war into Cabinda had also met with failure, the 2" Military Region

* During the late 1950s and early 1960s, many of the major events affecting the Cubans and MPLA
occurred simultaneously in different parts of the world, impeding cooperation between the two. For
example, the founding of the MPLA (on 10 December 1956) occurred only five days after Castro’s
army was all but wiped out at the Alegria de Pio ambush; the MPLA launched its uprising in Angola
shortly before the Bay of Pigs invasion (April 1961); Neto fought for the leadership of the MPLA
against Viriato da Cruz shortly after the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ (October 1962); and the MPLA was
expelled from Léopoldville just as Cuba was launching its military intervention in Algeria (October
1963). Nevertheless, the Cuban Revolution clearly influenced the ideological development of the
MPLA, as can be seen by the MPLA’s flag (whose colours — red and biack with gold motifs — are
identical to M-~26-7’s flag) and battle cry < Vitdria ou morte!” (‘Victory or death!’) which is similar to
the Cuban Revolution’s ‘Patria o muerte, jvenceremos!” (‘Motherland or death, we will overcome!’).
%3 Also present at the meeting were Jorge Serguera (designated Cuban Ambassador to Brazzaville) and
Pascual Luvualu (a senior member of the Brazzaville government).

% See Introduction for background to Angolan insurgency (1961-65).

57 Between 9 October 1961 (when the “Ferreira Incident’ signalled the start of open warfare between
the UPA & MPLA) and January 1965, at least eight MPLA columns/patrols were intercepted and

43



quickly getting bogged down in the tricky terrain of the Mayombe jungle. Although
in November 1964 intense diplomatic activity had managed to reverse the OAU’s de-
recognition of the MPLA, it would be some time before the MPLA’s 3 Military
Region (the Eastern Front) could be launched in Moxico,’® and in the meantime Neto
was desperate for help in resurrecting the two existing guerrilla fronts before they

were overwhelmed.

Neto’s requests to Guevara were therefore two-fold: first, to send instructors,
weaponry and equipment to arm and train an MPLA reinforcement column to be sent
to the 1¥ Military Region;> and second, to send experienced Cuban guerrilla cadres
to revitalise the 2" Military Region in Cabinda and — if necessary — to fight alongside
the MPLA guerrillas there. Guevara was only too happy to comply with Neto’s
request as it dovetailed neatly with the subsidiary role Brazzaville was to play as a
support base for the Congo ‘guerrilla madre’, and following the meeting he sent
instructions to Cuba to start preparing a large Cuban military mission for Brazzaville
which would have mulitiple objectives. Promising that the Cuban military force
would arrive before the end of the summer, Guevara shortly left for Guinea-Conakry
for the next leg of his African tour, little realising that the military alliance he had
concluded with the MPLA leadership would outlast him by decades, and would
eventually culminate in the massive Cuban military intervention in Angola in

November 1975 (see Chapters 4-5).%° Several writers have speculated that during his

destroyed by UPA-FNLA forces in northern Angola (in November 1961, March 1963, April 1963, two
in July 1963, July 1964 and September 1964).

%8 Daniel Chipenda had been dispatched to Lusaka in late 1964 to begin preparations for launching a
third guerrilla front, over a month before Zambia was due to become independent (24 October). This
move proved precipitous, however, as Chipenda and his companion Ciel da Conceigdo were arrested on
14 September as they tried to enter Zambia, and then accused of subversion after the police found
weapons and Communist literature (which were to be used to set up the MPLA office in Lusaka). Both
men were tried, convicted and sentenced to four months' hard labour, and were not released until after
Zambian independence, finally launching the ‘Eastern Front’ on 18 May 1966 (Marcum, The Angolan
Revolution (1962-1976), The MIT Press, Cambridge (MA), 1978, p.177).

% All accounts of this period state that the MPLA asked for two relief columns to be prepared by the
Cubans (for example, Deutchmann, op. cit., p.3), but a close examination of events suggests that the
decision to send a second column was either taken in the summer of 1966 during Neto’s visit to Cuba,
or in October 1966 once the ‘Camilo Cienfuegos Column’ had successfully reached the 1% Military
Region (see Limbania Jiménez Rodriguez (Nancy), Heroinas de Angola, Havana: Ediciones Politicas,
1985, p.60). A third column — the ‘Ferraz Bomboko®’ column — was trained in mid-1967 by the Cubans
shortly before the final elements of their force withdrew (see next chapter).

% As Gabriel Garcia Mérquez later described it: “In that fleeting, anonymous passage through Africa,
Che Guevara was to sow a [revolutionary] seed that nobody was able to eradicate” (from Garcia
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stay in Africa Guevara also met with Holden Roberto and Jonas Savimbi,®! and
although this has been vehemently denied by the Cuban government ever since, both
men claim to have had some contact with Guevara at this time. Roberto alleges that
Guevara wrote to him from Brazzaville inviting him to come across the Congo river
from Léopoldville for a meeting, but Roberto refused saying that the FNLA was
fighting a national liberation war and didn’t want foreign involvement in it, a decision

Guevara told him he would regret.®?

Alleged contact between Guevara and Savimbi

While such contact with the FNLA does not seem implausible, Savimbi’s claim to
have been “one of the closest friends of Che Guevara” is completely without
foundation.®* Jonas Savimbi was originally from Munhango (Bi¢) on the Benguela
railway line (along which his father had preached for most of his youth),% and had
quickly emerged as the FNLA’s most prominent Ovimbundu member, becoming
Roberto’s Foreign Minister after the formation of the government-in-exile (GRAE) in
April 1962. A slippery and ideologically-malleable figure at the best of times,
Savimbi resigne;d his post in July 1964 and briefly flirted with joining the MPLA,

visiting their Brazzaville office in December of that year,% but he was allegedly

Mérquez’s account of the 1975 Cuban intervention — ‘Operation Carlota’ — which is reproduced in full
in Deutchmann, op. cit., pp.41-60). Jorge Risquet later embellished the idea further: “The vast tree of
friendship, nourished with blood, that has grown between the peoples of Cuba and Angola was planted
by Che” (Deutchmann, op. cit., p.2).

¢! For example George Volsky (chapter entitled ‘Cuba’, in Communist Powers and Sub-Saharan
Africa, Thomas. H Henriksen (ed.), Hoover Institution Press, Stanford (CA), 1981, p.61 & John
Marcum, The Angolan Revolution (1962-76), p.161.

52 Interview with author in Luanda, 27 May 1998: “[Che Guevara] sent me a letter, but I didn’t meet
him. Because he was in Brazzaville, and he went to see an MPLA camp in Cabinda and was very
unimpressed. And he wrote me a letter in Kinshasa saying he wanted to meet me and that I shouid
come over to see him and that he wanted to help the FNLA... And I refused him, saying this was a
national liberation war and we didn’t want any foreigners involved. And he said to me that I would
regret that decision.” Roberto alleges the exchange of letters took place in March 1965.

% Quoted in Fred Bridgland, Jonas Savimbi, A Key to Africa, Edinburgh: Mainstream Publishing,
1986, p.192.

% In the central square of Jamba —~ UNITA’s main base in Cuando Cubango during the 1980s — there is
a monument resembling a train inscribed with the number ‘5017p’, which according to UNITA was the
number assigned to Savimbi’s father while carrying out forced labour on the Benguela railway line.

% For Savimbi’s visit see Marcum, op. cit., p.161 & Van der Waals, op. cit., p.108. The MPLA
allegedly offered Savimbi the post of Secretary of Foreign Affairs, but after what he saw of the
MPLA’s guerrilla operations in Cabinda he declined. The MPLA for their part insist that they were
equally unimpressed with Savimbi, and the desire of both parties to have no further dealings with each
other was clearly mutual.
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unimpressed by what he saw and returned to Switzerland to complete his licence. By
this stage he was in contact with the Chinese who had offered to help him set up his
own guerrilla movement, and on completion of his doctorate in July 1965 he
immediately flew to China for intensive guerrilla training, only returning to Africa in
November. Thus throughout Guevara’s tour of Africa and his subsequent guerrilla
campaign in the eastern Congo, Savimbi was either in Switzerland or China, making
any meeting between the two men extremely unlikely, if not impossible.®* After
spending several months in Zambia, in October 1966 Savimbi eventually crossed into
Moxico to found UNITA (Unido Nacional para a Independéncia Total de Angola,
National Union for the Total Independence of Angola), but his Ovimbundu-
dominated guerrilla movement would fail to take hold as its rivals had, and would
eventually end up collaborating with the Portuguese. It would not be until the early
1980s — long after Angolan independence and the disappearance of the FNLA — that
UNITA would start to rise to prominence in Angola (see Chapter 3).

Guevara seeks support for his Congo ‘suerrilla madre’ across Africa

Following his ten-day visit to Congo-Brazzaville, Guevara continued on his erratic
tour of Africa, casting the net as wide as possible in his search for African support for
his proposed guerrilla madre’ in the eastern Congo. Guevara’s ‘Continental
Revolution’ got only a lukewarm reception, however, and perhaps as a result of this

he accepted an opportunistic invitation to visit China in early February, revealing his

% Claims by Savimbi that he spoke at length with Guevara in Dar-es-Salaam following a meeting of
African liberation leaders are belied by the false chronology Savimbi constructs. He places the meeting
in January 1964 (Bridgland, op. cit., p.60), over a year before Guevara actually held such a meeting in
Dar-es-Salaam (see below), perhaps in an attempt to suggest that their enlightening discussion was
what finally convinced him to resign from the FNLA (which he did the following July). Savimbi did
visit Brazzaville in December 1964 at the invitation of the MPLA, but he left for a tour of the Eastern
Bloc before Guevara’s arrival. He was completing his /icence in Switzerland when the meeting of
African liberation leaders in Dar-Es-Salaam did take place, he was training in China throughout
Guevara’s operation in the Congo, and he was in Zambia during Guevara’s last months in Africa, when
he was hidden in the Cuban Embassy in Dar-es-Salaam. The suggestion by Bridgland (op. cit., p.61)
that Savimbi travelled to Algiers with Guevara in early 1964 is undercut by the fact that they were
allegedly attending the Second Economic Seminar of the Organisation of Afro-Asian Solidarity: this
was held in February 1965 when Savimbi was by his own admission in Eastern Europe. The Cubans
for their part are quite insistent that the two men never met, for example Jorge Risquet: “Che Guevara
never saw Savimbi, nor did Savimbi ever see him. Ever. Firstly, Savimbi wasn’t in Brazzaville. Well,
first actually was the fact that in 1965 Savimbi was unknown. In 1965 there was the MPLA led by
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true sympathies in the increasingly-bitter Sino-Soviet split.” Determined to press
ahead with his plans, on 11 February Guevara flew back to Dar-es-Salaam — at the
time the unofficial centre of revolutionary activity in Africa— and through the Cuban
Ambassador Pablo Rivalta he made contact with the CNL leadership. Formed in
October 1963 from a rainbow coalition of rebel groups in Congo-Kinshasa’s eastern
provinces, the CNL had launched its rebellion in April 1964, capturing Stanleyville
(Kisangani) the following September and setting up a ‘liberated area’ in eastern
Congo.?® The CNL’s large operating area along the western banks of Lake
Tanganyika (on the Zambian border) seemed ideal for Guevara’s plans, but the CNL’s
initial success masked a brewing power struggle between the nominal president
Christophe Gbenye and his subordinates Gaston Soumaliot and Laurent Kabila.
Guevara’s first meetings with the latter two were not promising; he found Soumaliot
vague and inscrutable,” and though more impressed by Kabila, Guevara noted his
open contempt for his colleagues which did not bode well for the future. Guevara did
manage to convince Kabila that the Congo was an African problem which should
concern all African revolutionaries, but he held back from telling Kabila about his

plans for the eastern Congo — intending to sound out each of the African liberation

Neto as the only real patriotic liberation movement, and the FNLA” (from Jaime & Barber, op. cit.,
.336).
g The split between the Soviet Union and Communist China had become public in October 1961 when
Chou En-Lai walked out of Communist Party Congress in Moscow, and was made official in February
1965 by China’s boycott of the meeting of world Communist parties in Moscow. Hence Guevara’s
visit to China the very same month could only be interpreted by the Soviets as a vote of confidence in
the Chinese government. As the Chinese were by then already backing the CNL, it is likely that they
encouraged Guevara to meet the leadership immediately, hence his departure directly for Dar-es-
Salaam. Guevara described the trip thus: “The trip to China was a lightning one to discuss a series of
opinions about the Chinese [Communist] Party; discussions with Liu Shaoqi [China’s Head of State];
with practically the whole Party Secretariat. 1 was there for about four or five days. We set out our
mutual points of view. Nothing really of note came up. From an economic point of view we made a
long-term agreement to exchange opinions to see if we could, eventually, develop some specific
aspects of our mutual aid” (author’s translation from Galvez, op. cit., p.43).
% The Cubans had been following the CNL’s progress, and as early as 28 June 1964 the Cuban military
review, Verde Olivo (Havana), had published an article about the insurgent movements in Aftrica,
declaring: “The struggle has just begun, these are its first flames. It will, no doubt, be a long struggle,
in Angola and Portuguese Guinea as well, but what matters is that a powerful guerrilla movement has
taken hold in the Congo” (quoted in Gleijeses, ‘Havana’s Policy in Africa, 1959-76%).
% Guevara described Soumaliot thus: “He is a different man [from Kabila]; much less developed
politically, much older, his primary instinct is to say nothing or speak very little and then in vague
phrases, with which he appears to express great subtlety of thought but, how ever hard he tries, he
doesn’t give the impression of being a true leader of the people” (author’s translation of Guevara’s
diary, quoted in Galvez, op. cit., p.47). Guevara’s view of Kabila was more positive, however,

Guevara noting that Kabila had a “clear, concrete and firm” idea of the struggle (Anderson, op. cit.,
p.622).
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movements first — and instead offered 30 Cuban military instructors which Kabila
gratefully accepted.

Guevara’s meeting with the African revolutionaryv leaders, 16 February 1965

With the CNL apparently on board, Guevara then arranged to meet the leaders of the
main African liberation movements in Dar-es-Salaam, intending to see each of them
in separate, relaxed and informal meetings, during which he could explain his strategy
and win over each movement to his cause according to their specific needs and
beliefs. Due to a misunderstanding by the Cuban Embassy staff, however, all the
movements were called together at the same time, resulting in a meeting which
Guevara later described as “tumultuous, in which fifty or more people participated,
representatives of the movements of ten or more countries, each one divided into two
or more tendencies.””® In this confrontational and confused atmosphere, Guevara’s
attempts to articulate his strategy for a Pan-African revolution fell on deaf ears. Some
were particularly stung by his suggestion that guerrillas could only be trained in
combat on the guerrilla front, which seemed to imply that over half of those gathered
there (who had seen little if no combat) were not qualified to lead their guerrilla
movements. In the end, those present didn’t share his analysis that the war in the
Congo was part of a greater war against American neo-imperialism, and their reaction
was in Guevara’s words: “more than cold; although the majority abstained from
making any type of comment, there were some who asked to speak to reproach me
violently for the advice I had given.””' Guevara vainly insisted that a victory against
imperialism in the Congo would have continental repercussions and that “it wasn’t a
war within frontiers but a war against a common oppressor, as omnipresent in

Mozambique as in Malawi, Rhodesia or South Africa, the Congo or Angola”. But his

0 Author’s translation from Gélvez, op. cit., p.50.

"' The guerrilla movements — the majority of which were all ready weak militarily — resented the idea
that they should send their own countrymen to fight and die in another country’s war when they were

short of men for their own guerrilla insurgencies. Many feared that they would lose the support of their
men if they followed such a strategy.
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proposal was flatly rejected, and Guevara was left with the feeling that “Africa had a

long road to travel before reaching true revolutionary maturity”

Guevara breaks with Cuban sovernment, 24 February 1965

The outright rejection of his Congo proposal was a humiliating setback for Guevara’s
dreams of revolution in Africa, and left him perilously short of options. Unwelcome
in Cuba, he had placed all his bets on the success of the Congo ‘guerrilla madre’, and
having received a categorical rejection of his strategy he was now quite literally a
revolutionary without a revolution to fight. Meekly promising Kabila that he would
still get his 30 Cuban military instructors, Guevara quickly left Dar-es-Salaam and for
the next month wandered around Africa and Eastern Europe, meeting trusted allies
(among them Nasser and Ben Bella who poured further scorn on his Congo strategy)
and weighing up his options.”” Eventually — after much thought — it appears that he
felt it was time to resolve once and for all the doubts hanging over his future, and so
on 24 February 1965 he gave what was to be his last public speech in Algiers,
publicly breaking with the Cuban government.”* Described by his supporters as his
“ltimo cartucho’ (“last cartridge’, i.e. last word), Guevara’s speech called on the
global community to support the Third World (a term he is credited with coining) in
its struggle against imperialism, and openly criticised the developed countries of the
Eastern Bloc (in particular the Soviet Union) for their trade policy which was in his
view just as imperialist as that of the West.”> Coming only the day before the World
Summit of Communist Parties in Moscow, the speech was a clear break with Cuban

government policy, and it must have caused Raul Castro (who was attending the

7 All quotes translated by author from Gélvez, op. cit., pp.50-51. Guevara nevertheless took
something positive from the experience, concluding that “we were left forever with the joy of having
met people prepared to continue the struggle to its ultimate ends™.

7 Guevara paid a second visit to Egypt during this period, spending a few days with Nasser on political
campaign in the interior. Nasser was equally sceptical about Guevara’s plans for the Congo and
reportedly warned him that if he thought he could be like Tarzan, leading and protecting the black man,
then he was very mistaken. In Nasser’s view, the whole operation could only end badly (Anderson, op.
cit., p.620).

™ The speech was made at the Second Economic Seminar of the Organisation of Afro-Asian Solidarity.
™ Guevara declared that “the Socialist countries have a moral duty to liquidate their tacit complicity
with the exploiting nations of the West”, implicitly comparing their trade policy to the USA’s neo-
imperialism (quoted in Wolfers & Bergerol, op. cit., p.27).
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summit) some embarrassment when he found himself having to defend Guevara’s

views the next day in the face of indignant Soviet outrage.

Guevara is persuaded to command the Congo mission, March 1965

By the time Guevara arrived back in Havana on 14 March 1965, his position in Cuba
had become untenable, and he was immediately driven to Castro’s office in the
headquarters of the PCC (Cuban Communist Party) for a heated discussion with
Castro who was furious at his Algiers speech. For not only did Guevara’s continuing
calls for revolution in Latin America threaten to undermine the uneasy compromise
Cuba had reached with the Soviets over the issue of Communists parties in Latin
America (which opposed armed struggle),” but his open sympathy for the Chinese in
the Sino-Soviet split now clashed head-on with Castro who only the day before had
publicly denounced China’s split with the CPSU (Communist Party of the Soviet
Union). As Anderson puts it, Castro’s aims were to “consolidate Cuba’s economic
well-being and his own political survival, and for that he was willing to compromise.
Che’s mission was to spread the socialist revolution. The time for him to leave Cuba
was drawing near.”’’ But with all revolutionary avenues in Latin America cut off for
the near future — and with no African support for his Congo strategy — it was unclear
where exactly Guevara could go.”® No longer welcome in Cuba where he was now a.
liability to the government, Guevara had effectively forced himself into a corner, and
in the fortnight following his return he was persuaded (or forced) to go ahead with his
Congo operation anyway — despite its categorical rejection by the CNL, the African
liberation movements and his closest African allies. That Guevara should have

considered launching the Congo operation under such unfavourable conditions is a

7 In particular Guevara’s speech at the UN in December 1964 — calling for international revolution
under Cuba’s mantle — had potentially upset the compromise reached that month with the Soviet Union
under which Cuba agreed to deal only with the established (Moscow-controlled) Communist parties in
Latin America. In return, Moscow officially recognised that armed struggle was a valid means of
achieving socialism, and that its use should be assessed by each Communist party (Philip Brenner &

James G. Blight, The Crisis and Cuban-Soviet Relations: Fidel Castro’s Secret 1968 Speech, CWIHP,
Serial No. 6, 1996).

77 :

Op. cit., p.587.
® While in Dar-es-Salaam Guevara had been visited by Juan Carretero (Chief of MININT’s Latin
American section) who informed him that all efforts to resurrect the Masetti column had failed (Gélvez,
op. cit., pp.48-49). The only other Latin American option thus became the embryonic guerrilla
operation in Bolivia which would not be ready until late 1966 at the earliest.
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clear indication of his desperation at the time, and he could only hope that his force of

character and the eventual success of the enterprise would — in the end — win the many

doubters over to his cause.

The dual Cuban missions to eastern Congo & Congo-Brazzaville

Guevara’s role as overall commander of the Congo operation — indeed his very
presence in Africa — had not been authorised by the CNL leadership, however, and in
an effort to conceal this fact Victor Dreke was appointed the official commander of
the operation, with José Marija Martinez ‘Papi’ Tamayo as second-in-command.”
Thus Guevara’s nom de guerre would be ‘Tatu’ (‘Three’ in Swahili) while Dreke and
Tamayo were ‘Moja’ and ‘Mbili’ (‘One’ and ‘Two”) respectively. The Cuban force
under their command — ‘Columna 1’ — would total 113 Cubans (considerably larger
than the thirty men originally promised to Kabila) and would be divided into three
platoons of infantry and one of artillery.*® These men would first make their way to
Dar-es-Salaam in small groups, after which they would be transported and ferried to
the CNL’s ‘liberated area’ on the western banks of Lake Tanganyika. A second force
— ‘Columna 2’ or the ‘Patrice Lumumba Battalion’ — would simultaneously be sent to
Brazzaville to carry out multiple missions, its primary objective to act as a strategic
reserve for Guevara’s operation in the Congo.®' This 250-man contingent would be
under the joint command of Rolando Kindelan Bles (the Military Chief) and Jorge

Risquet Valdés (the Political Chief),*? and while in Brazzaville it would also provide

7 Victor Dreke was a veteran of the Revolutionary War and in 1965 was Vice-Chief of the LCB in the
Central Army (Camagiiey, Las Villas and Matanzas). Following the Congo mission, he would later go
on to command the Cuban internationalist operation in Guiné from 1967-68 (Gélvez, op. cit., p.44 &
Gleijeses, ‘Havana’s Ambassadors’, pp.52-54). ‘Papi’ Tamayo had served with Raul Castro during the
Revolutionary War, and then fought alongside Turcios Lima in Guatemala, eventually becoming an
important part of Barba Roja’s intelligence apparatus, training Vasco Bengochea’s Trotskyite group
and Héctor Béjar’s Peruvian guerrillas (Anderson, op. cit., p.575). He would later accompany Guevara
on the fated mission to Bolivia where he was killed on 30 July 1967.

% The Cuban force contained 11 officers, 19 sergeants, 11 corporals and 72 soldiers (Gélvez, op. cit.,
p-61). By the time Guevara’s force withdrew in November 1965, 123 Cubans had served in the Congo
campaign. Six of them never returned.

# Guevara ultimately intended this considerable military force to join his guerrillas in the Congo once
their ‘liberated area’ had been established, although Risquet has suggested that in the event the
Brazzaville contingent would probably have reinforced Pierre Mulele’s CNL guerrilla group as it was
much closer to Brazzaville than Guevara’s column (Jaime & Barber, op. cit., p.333).

82 Kindelan was a veteran of the Revolutionary War who had fought alongside Camilo Cienfuegos, and
in 1965 he was undergoing a course at La Cabaiia when called to command the Brazzaville mission
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Czechoslovakia”,'” in one fell swoop tarnishing his international reputation almost

irreparably.w8 Castro’s speech marked a turning-point in Cuban-Soviet relations —
signalling the eclipse of Cuba’s maverick revolutionary phase and the start of its
absorption into the Soviet bloc — and over the next four years Cuba would gradually
sink into the Soviet embrace, emerging in the mid-1970s with little remaining of the

political and economic system which had preceded it.

Cuba’s absorption into the Soviet bloc (1972-76)

The final event which brought an end to the reckless experimentation of the 1960s —
and forced Cuba to convert itself into the standard Soviet model of a Communist State
— was the attempt to produce a record-breaking 10 Million Ton sugar harvest in 1970.
The motivations behind launching this plan are still unclear (see Appendix 2 for full
analysis), but it was a disastrous failure, the conscription of nearly all the Cuban
workforce to help in the harvest wrecking what little was left of the Cuban
economy.'® Major restructuring of the island’s economic and political systems
would be needed to repair the damage, and following Castro’s trip to the Soviet Union
in June 1972 the process which became known as ‘Institutionalisation’ started —

which was in reality little more than the ‘Sovietization’ of Cuba.!’® In July 1972

17 Quoted in Henriksen, op. cit., p.61 & Dominguez, op. cit., p.76. Proof of general Cuban opposition
to the invasion can be seen in popular Cuban publications of the time. In the first days following the
invasion, the satirical Cuban magazine ‘Pa’lante’ published a cartoon showing Soviet troops marching
in the direction of a sign labelled ‘Czechoslovakia® whilst ignoring another one labelled ‘ Vietnam’
pointing in the other direction. The implied criticism that the Soviets were fighting the wrong enemy
was emphatic. Following Fidel Castro’s public support for the invasion, however, all critical
references to it disappeared from the popular media (author’s interview with Victor Veras, Havana,
September 1999).

1987 eoGrande (op. cit., p.7) argues that Castro’s reasons for supporting the invasion went far beyond a
simple desire to curry favour with the Soviet regime and reflected genuine concerns he had with the
reforms carried out by the Dubcek government. Nevertheless, taking into account Cuba’s dire position
in August 1968 and the impossibility of continuing without Soviet economic support, it is hard to
escape the conclusion that the Cuban government — having been forced into a corner by the Soviet oil
and technical embargo — was prepared to give public support for a distasteful military intervention ina
Soviet client state very similar to its own as a quid pro quo for the re-establishment of Soviet aid.

199 11 the end only 8.5 million tons were produced, and that figure is alleged to have included husks and
off-cuts. There are even rumours that the 8.5 million ton figure also included the harvest from 1969.
110 ) the orthodox Marxist-Leninist parlance of the time, the Cuban Revolution had passed through its
formative phase with the PCC as the militant vanguard party, and now it was necessary to
“institutionalise’ the Revolution, transforming Cuba into a recognisably Communist state. Castro was
willing to contemplate such radical change only because the Soviets had pledged to safeguard his own
power base in Cuba itself, indeed it was strengthened by Castro’s appointment as President of Cuba in
addition to his leadership of the PCC.
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might abroad, and was to make possible the massive intervention in Angola in 1975.
Several high-profile visits to Havana and Moscow by senior Cuban and Soviet
military chiefs laid the groundwork for closer military cooperation,''* and following
Castro’s Lenin Day speech in April 1970 — during which he proclaimed Cuba’s
readiness to establish closer military ties with the Soviet Union — a massive
programme was launched to reform, re-equip and re-train Cuba’s armed forces. Over
the following five years the FAR, MININT and militia forces (which maintained
many of the unconventional structures adopted during the guerrilla war) were re-

organised along conventional Soviet lines.!'?

The guerrilla rank of ‘comandante’ was
replaced by four ranks of general (although Fidel Castro retained the absolute title of
‘Comandante-en-Jefe’, ‘Commander-in-Chief), the FAR was greatly expanded and
the militia was disbanded.''® In 1970 the Soviet military began re-arming the FAR,
and over the next five years over $3 billion worth of Soviet weaponry was sent to
Cuba — twice the amount Cuba had received in Soviet military aid over the previous

decade, and all of it nominally free of charge.!"”

Among the new technology
incorporated into the FAR were MiG-23 fighter-bombers, T-62 tanks and BM-21

missile launchers, all of which were to prove devastatingly effective in Angola.!"®

114 In November 1969 Soviet Minister of Defence Marshal Andrei Grechko visited Havana
accompanied by the Deputy Chief of Naval Staff, and this visit was returned the following April by the
Chief of MINFAR Ratl Castro who spent five weeks in the Soviet Union, meeting extensively with
Brezhnev.

15 The reorganisation of the armed forces may have been the reason behind the decision (in 1972) to
place MMCG under the direct command of MINFAR (Gleijeses, ‘The First Ambassadors’, op. cit.,
p.52,n36).

"6 Officially the members of the militia were put on ‘military reserve’ and given the honorary title of
‘sub-lieutentant’. However, they were obliged to hand in their weapons and return to their homes,
which was in effect a demoblisation of the force (Fermoselle, op. cit., p.495).

"7 Duncan, op. cit., p.101.

18 Although never officially a member of the Warsaw Pact, by exclusively using Soviet military
equipment and by training its cadres in the Soviet bloc, Cuba effectively became part of the Soviet
military structure and its military forces were thus an extension of Soviet military might. Although
Fide] Castro has tirelessly insisted that he maintained Cuba’s total independence throughout the Soviet
era, when one takes into account Cuba’s membership of CMEA and of the Soviet-led global
Communist movement — coupled with Cuba’s ceaseless championing of the Soviet cause to its allies in
the Third World — it is difficult to escape the conclusion that by the mid-1970s Cuba was an integral
client state of the Soviet Union.
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November 1974,'2 and in July 1975 the OAS voted that Latin American countries
could lift economic sanctions against Cuba (if they so wished), starting the process of

Cuba’s rehabilitation in Latin America.

Effects of the new Cuban-Soviet relationship on Cuba’s African policy

The immediate effect of Cuba’s less belligerent approach to foreign policy was to
bring about a dramatic scaling-down in Cuban internationalist aid to Africa, and
within a year of the closure of the Brazzaville mission — just as the Cuban-Soviet
clash was reaching its peak — only one 60-man internationalist mission remained in
Africa, supporting the PAIGC from their base in Conakry.”** Moving away from its
previous policy of backing almost any African guerrilla movement which claimed to
be Marxist-Leninist, the Cuban government decided to concentrate instead on
improving ties with the established revolutionary regimes in Africa, most notably
restoring its close alliance with Algeria whose new president Houari Boumedienne
had overthrown Castro’s former ally and confidant Ben Bella in June 1965.'% Thus it
was not until May 1972 — when Castro re-emerged onto the world stage to launch a
tour of Africa, the Eastern bloc and the Soviet Union — that high-level contacts
between Cuba and the African revolutionary movement re-started, leading to a new,
more cautious phase of Cuban internationalist involvement in Africa. Equally
balancing the need for further diplomatic and commercial relations with the continent

with the Cuban tradition of backing liberation movements there, the early 1970s were

123 The talks were chaired by William D Rogers, US Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American
Affairs, and led to the setting up of ‘Interest Sections’ in Havana and Washington DC on 1 September
1977, the first diplomatic representation in each country for 16 years (Dominguez, op. cit., p.227).
Further talks, however, collapsed following the Soviet-Cuban intervention in Ethiopia in late 1977 (see
Chapter 6).

124 o Burness (On the shoulders of Marti: Cuban Literature of the Angolan War, Three Continents
Press, Colorado Springs (CO), 1995, p.31) & Nathaniel Davis (“The Angola Decision of 1975: A
Personal Memoir’, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 57, No.1, USA, Fall 1978, p.121, n8) erroneously state that by
1970 there was a contingent of c.100 Cuban troops fighting alongside the MPLA in Angola, but this is
contradicted by detailed evidence from Jorge Risquet (in Jaime & Barber, op. cit.) and Paulo Jorge
(author’s interview).

125 In September 1969 Cuba agreed to establish and staff a centre for training medical and public health
specialists in Mostaragem (Algeria), signalling the revival of the Cuban-FLN alliance (Sergio Diaz-
Briquets (ed.), Cuban internationalism in Sub-Saharan Africa, Duquesne University Press, Pittsburgh
(PA), 1989, p.19). This was then strengthened when on 14 July 1971 both countries issued a joint
statement declaring their intention to step up military aid for African independence movements (Blasier
& Mesa Lago, op. cit., p.96).
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Chapter 3

The Carnation Revolution and the failure of Angolan decolonisation

April 1974-October 1975

The period running from the April 1974 coup in Lisbon until Angolan independence
in November 1975 was one of escalating violence and political turmoil throughout the
crumbling Portuguese Empire, and would by its end have plunged what had formerly
been Portugal’s most booming colony — Angola — into a devastating civil war, with no
less than three major foreign armies fighting it out for supremacy. Portugal’s sudden
decision to decolonise its Empire after more than a decade of debilitating guerrilla
wars was to unleash one of the bitterest and most dramatic military escalations in
African history, with the result that by Independence Day (11 November 1975) more
than thirty countries would have become directly involved in the Angolan War,
supplying military equipment, military instructors, money, or all three to the various
Angolan liberation movements.! The military escalation in Angola would, however,
be a tortured and remarkably convoluted process, each intervening country
improvising its strategy in reaction to its opponents’ moves ~ both real and imagined
— until the conflict had spiralled out of any one party’s control, spawning the civil war
in Angola which has continued to this day.> Throughout the chaotic decolonisation
process Cuba and the Soviet Union — which by 1974 had reduced or cut off their
support to the MPLA —gradually re-engaged in Angola, recognising the opportunity
presented by a weak American presidency to expand their influence into sub-Saharan
Africa. But with Angola’s nearest neighbours — in particular Zaire and South Africa —
also determined to manipulate events in Angola to their advantage, the stage was set

for a dramatic military confrontation in Angola, culminating in the fuil-scale

! At least 34 countries had a significant involvement in the Angola War, supplying either military
instructors, weaponry, military equipment, or all three. The MPLA received aid from the Soviet Union,
Cuba, Yugoslavia, Algeria, Vietnam, North Korea, the PALOPs, Congo-Brazzaville, Guinea-Conakry,
East Germany; the FNLA received aid from the CIA, Zaire, China, Romania, Tunisia, Tanzania,
France, Britain (mercenaries), Belgium, Zambia, India; and UNITA received aid from South Africa,
Cote d’Ivoire, the Arabian states, Morocco, Senegal, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Togo. Most
of the FNLA’s backers also gave aid to UNITA, and some (such as Romania, Guinea, Tanzania and
Zambia) switched sides on at least one occasion.

? At the time of writing (March 2001), UNITA is still operating in the remoter parts of Angola while its
leader Jonas Savimbi — now internationally reviled and devoid of most of his former allies — continues
to avoid capture, his whereabouts remaining unknown.
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Talks between Angola, SWAPO and South Africa had been underway at the UN since
1979 on the setting-up of a De-Militarised Zone (DMZ) in southern Angola, but by
1981 these had begun to lose all meaning as UNITA (which was excluded from the
talks) had taken control of much of the proposed area under discussion. With
SWAPOQ intensifying its Namibian insurgency (during 1980 over 100 SADF and
1,400 SWAPO guerrillas were killed in numerous clashes, the bloodiest year to
da.te)148 and the SADF’s alliance with UNITA growing ever closer, Pretoria therefore
decided to create its own ‘buffer zone’ in southern Angola which could be placed
under joint SADF-UNITA control. Anxious to drive SWAPO back from the border
with Namibia (which it could infiltrate at will), plans were drawn up for a full-scale
invasion of southern Angola, the first since the traumatic Operation Savannah six
years earlier.'*® ‘Operation Protea’ (named after South Africa’s national flower)
would involve 4,000-5,000 troops, supported by Centurion tanks, Ratel armoured cars
and SAAF Mirage fighters,'*® and was intended not only to destroy SWAPQ’s
military presence along the border but also the FAPLA’s which had grown steadily
over the previous five years and now posed a direct threat to the SADF’s hold over
Namibia.!*! Operation Protea’s principal objectives would therefore be the capture of
Xangongo and N’Giva (where there were large FAPLA-SWAPO concentrations), the
destruction of the air-defence installations at Cahama (which the Cubans had helped
the FAPLA set up) and the annihilation of whatever SWAPO-FAPLA forces they

encountered en route.

148 Steenkamp, op. cit., p.95.

"% Operation Protea was preceded by a series of small-scale SADF operations in mid-1981 aimed at
disrupting SWAPO?’s infrastructure in southern Angola. The largest of these — Operation Carnation —
succeeded in killing 225 SWAPO guerrillas and was still underway when Protea was launched
(Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.145). According to Muatxifnvua (op. cit.), in July 1981 SADF forces
infiltrated southern Angola, occupying Mulemba, Nehone, N*dova, Mupa & Evale in preparation for
the main offensive.

1% Troop numbers from Crocker (op. cit., p.105). Campbell (op. cit., p.14) & Muatxidnvua (op. cit.)
claim that the SADF force consisted of 11,000 troops, 36 M-41 Centurion tanks, 70 AML-90 armoured
cars, 200 Ratel, Buffel & Saracen armoured personnel carriers, various G-3 (155m) guns & 127mm
Kentron ground-to-ground missiles, and 90 aircraft. However, this figure seems absurdly exaggerated
given that SADF troop numbers in Angola rarely exceeded 5,000 men throughout the Angolan War.

! In particular the SADF were concerned by the construction of a complex radar and air-defence
network in Cahama (including Soviet SAM-8 AA-missiles) which threatened to remove the SAAF’s air
superiority in future operations. As Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.144) recalls, “[t]he sustained delivery of
Soviet arms, continued Cuban support and stock-piling of vast quantities of weaponry, and the build-up
of FAPLA and PLAN in southern Angola, posed a real threat”.
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Americas and Asia, the students receiving their travel, board and education for free in
return for manual work on the island’s extensive citrus plantations during the
harvest.!?® Speaking at a rally in Luanda on 12 June 1977, Raul Castro effectively
corrected this oversight, offering 2,000 scholarships for Angolan students to study on
the Isle of Youth (an offer he eventually extended to include Mozambique), and over
the next decade this programme steadily grew in size until by 1987 there were 4,000

Angolans studying on the Isle of Youth, representing roughly one quarter of all
foreign students there.'%

The MPLA government also desperately needed teachers in Angola itself, and the
following March (1978) the first internationalist teacher brigade — the Destacamento
Pedagégico Internacionalista (DPI) ‘Che Guevara’, made up of volunteer secondary
school teachers — arrived in Angola. The delay in sending this brigade to Angola —
which arrived a full two years after the completion of the ‘Second Liberation War” —
has not been explained by the Cuban government, but it was probably caused by the
lack of qualified teachers volunteering for the mission, a sign that internationalist
service in Angola may not have been universally popular in the Cuban teaching
profession.*® The 732-strong contingent began teaching the following month, and
they were joined in 1979 by 500 primary school teachers from the ‘Frank Pais” DPI
who were distributed among various schools across Angola.!®! Like their medical
comrades the Cuban teachers had enormous difficulties surmounting the language

barrier, almost none of them having received any Portuguese lessons before going to

128 In 1959 the new Revolutionary government launched an ambitious settlement programme on the
Isle of Pines, setting up vast citrus fruit plantations with thousands of Cuban volunteers and swelling
the pre-Revolution population from 10,000 to 70,000. Overseas students on the Isle of Youth were
officially part of the ‘International Work Brigades’ and from September to December would help with
the citrus fruit harvest. Baker (0p. cit., pp.406-407) maintains that over 150,000 foreign students
studied at some time on the-Isle of Youth.

129 Mesa Lago & Belkin (op. cit., p.164) note that by the end of 1979 there were 7,200 African students
studying on the Isla de la Juventud: 1,200 Angolans, 2,300 Ethiopians, 2,300 Mozambicans, 600
Namibians & 800 other nationalities. By 1984 this had risen to 10,000, peaking at 16,000 in 1987
(Diaz-Briquets, op. cit., pp.67-69). Following the collapse of the Soviet bloc in 1989, however, the
schools on the Isle of Youth were gradually closed down, and today only a handful of overseas students
are still studying there.

130 Dyring the Mariel boatlift two years later, a large number of teachers were targeted during the mob

hysteria, perhaps suggesting they were among the first to turn against the new systems introduced into
Cuba during the early 1970s.
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Angola, and although most made do with ‘Portufiol’ it took an average of two months
before the majority of the students fully understood them.'** For this reason the
MPLA government suggested extending the average teaching mission from one to
two years, as most Cuban teachers had overcome any difficulties communicating by
the end of their first year.!*> In the early 1980s the programme was further expanded
with the setting up of new schools in remote areas and the provision of 60 Cuban
professors for Luanda’s Agostinho Neto University, and for most of the rest of the
decade there were around 2,000 Cuban teachers (of all different types) working
Angola.”* The Cuban educational mission in Angola was highly-successful, ana oy

1984 over one million Angolans had been taught to read and write.'*

The technical aid programme

The third and largest branch of Cuba’s humanitarian mission to Angola — in terms of
manpower — was the technical assistance programme which began shortly after Cuba
and Angola signed their first economic and technical agreement (July 1976).1%
Following the ‘Second Liberation War’, the MPLA government was desperately short

of qualified technicians to assist in the reconstruction of the dozens of bridges, roads

31 Jane Franklin, Cuba-Angola: A Chronology. 1961-1988, Center for Cuban Studies, New York,
1989 & Diaz-Briquets, op. cit., p.62. Between 1978 and 1981 there were a total of 1,713
internationalist teachers in the DPI ‘Che Guevara’ (Fumero Castro & Mijares Tabares, op. cit., p.57).
132 Of the 580 Cuban internationalist teachers polled by Fumero Castro & Mijares Tabares for their
thesis (op. cit., p.43), 78.6% of them admitted that they knew no Portuguese at all before arriving in
Angola, and a third of those few who did had been self-taught. Of the 462 Angolan school children
polled (op. cit., p.45), 48.05% said they started to understand their Cuban teachers after three or four
weeks of lessons, and 40.24% after two months. Fumero Castro & Mijares Tabares note, however, that
the skill of the average Cuban teacher was sufficient to overcome most communication difficulties, as
would seem to be confirmed by the finding that only 1.29% of students polled still did not understand
their teacher at the end of the year.

133 The effect of thousands of Cuban teachers using ‘Portusiol" to teach their students may have
unintentionally influenced the use of Portuguese in Angola, a language whose use in Angola had
already dropped dramatically as a result of the war, the flight of thousands of native Portuguese
speakers and the government’s promotion of native languages. Several Angolans I met suggested that
Angolan children’s use of the exclamation ‘Amigo!” for addressing all foreigners comes from the
Cubans, as the word is rarely used in this way in Angolan Portuguese.

13 Diaz-Briquets. op. cit., pp.62-63 & Fumero Castro & Mijares Tabares, op. cit.,, p.39. The schools in
remote areas were known as ESBEC (Escuelas Secundarias Basicas en El Campo, ‘Basic Secondary
Schools in the Countryside’).

135 On 8 September 1983 Angola celebrated World Literacy Day by announcing that 900,000 Angolans
had learnt to read and write since independence. Following the ninth Literacy Campaign in 1984 that
number topped one million (Concepcidn, op. cit., p.106).

136 Eurther technical/economic agreements were signed in February 1978, May 1981 and April 1982.
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and buildings damaged in the fighting, and in addition needed help in building
thousands of new houses for the refugee populations swelling Angola’s major
cities.!*” Cuba was particularly well-equipped to meet this need, and in January 1977
the first Cuban construction technicians arrived to begin rebuilding Angola’s shattered
infrastructure. Training over 4,000 Angolan apprentices as they worked,® over the
next five years the Cuban construction brigade built around fifty new bridges and
2,000 houses in Luanda (many of them in the notoriously-poor Golfe musseque),’*
re-opening several thousand miles of road and (partially) re-connecting the electricity
and telephone networks. Encouraged by the success of the operation the Cuban
government drew up plans to expand it threefold but, either due to a lack of funding
or to an inability to find suitably-qualified volunteers, these plans were never realised
and the number of Cuban construction workers in Angola remained at around 2,000
for the remainder of the 1980s.'*’ The quality of the construction brigade’s
workmanship is still disputed, however, for although Cuban rates were highly-
competitive with the West there were reports of shoddy, late and seriously over-

budget projects, all of which undercut the lauded success of the brigade’s

programme.'*!

Cuban specialists also tried to rehabilitate Angola’s ailing coffee plantations which
only four years before had made Angola the world’s fourth largest coffee exporter,
but with the spread of UNITA activity across Angola their efforts were doomed to

failure, as were initially-successful attempts to resurrect Angola’s sugar plantations.'*?

137 During the Cuban occupation big cities such as Luanda, Benguela and Lobito saw their populations
explode as thousands of refugees flooded in from the countryside to escape the fighting and the spread
of UNITA. Provinces such as Cuando Cubango which before the war had been prosperous and
pulous (if remotc) became almost uninhabited, and remain so to this day.

3% In the technical mission’s first year a total of 4,438 Angolans studied construction under Cuban
specialists (Concepcidn, op. cit., p.22).

13% Diaz-Briquets (op. cit., pp.75-76) notes that between 1977 and 1978 twenty Cuban construction
technicians oversaw the work of 1,600 Angolan construction workers on the Golfe musseque.

140 Concepcidn (op. cit., p.21) notes that by the end of 1977 3,500 Cuban technicians and workers had
served in Angola. In 1980 there were 7,000 Cuban construction workers overseas, but by 1983 this had
not trebled as planned but had only risen to 8,000, a figure which was not exceeded throughout the
1980s (Diaz-Briquets, op. cit., pp.72-74).

141 Diaz-Briquets, op. cit., pp.73 & 76.

142 Cuban assistance enabled the shattered sugar industry to produce 40,000 tonnes of sugar for the
1976-77 harvest, an impressive feat coming only three months after end of the ‘Second Liberation War’

(Concepcién, op. cit., p.21). By the late 1980s, however, the sugar and coffee industries had all but
collapsed.
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More controversial, however, was Cuba’s involvement in logging operations in
Cabinda’s vast Mayombe forest. The world’s second largest rain forest, the
Mayombe had already been exploited by Portuguese loggers before Independence,
and once the threat from FLEC rescinded the MPLA government was keen to see
logging re-start in the enclave. Cuba responded by sending a massive contingent of
internationalists to Cabinda — over 500 men supported by 100 Angolans — to work on
what would become Cuba’s single largest civilian project in Angola (the larger

teaching and medical brigades being split up and spread more evenly across Angola’s

territory).'* The Contingente Forestal ‘Arnaldo Milidn’ set up its principal camp in

Buco Zau (85 miles northeast of Cabinda city) with six smaller working camps in the
forest itself, and in only three months it cut down nearly 14,000 cubic metres of wood,
a feat which would normally have taken two years."* The spectacular success of this
project inevitably led to accusations that the Cuban brigade had wreaked enormous
environmental damage on the Mayombe, destroying massive sections of virgin rain
forest. Indeed many locals viewed the Cuban brigade much as they viewed their
Portuguese predecessors — as foreigners who had come to Cabinda to plunder its
wealth at their expense.'* The Cuban government has vehemently denied it caused
extensive damage to the Mayombe during this period, but the controversy remains, as

does a great deal of bad feeling among the local population.'*

143 8o large was the Cuban contingent that when it arrived many locals believed it was a second
invasion force, a phenomenon Concepcidn (op. cit., p.109) puts down to ‘enemy propaganda’. The
logging brigade was attacked at one point by FLEC guerrillas, but a rapid sweep of the area by Cuban
Special Forces quickly eliminated the threat and there were no other incidents reported during the
logging operation (interview with veteran).

Concepcion, op. cit., pp.108-109. Each camp had an eating area, medical post and sleeping
quarters. For serious illnesses there was a fourteen-man Cuban medical brigade in Cabinda City
working at a hospital set up by the Cubans, which was named after an intemationalist who died in
Cabinda on 25 March 1976, Idilio Rodriguez Borrego (Luis, op. cit., pp.166-167).

"5 During research in Angola in 1998 several Angolans (some of them veterans of the war) brought up
the Cuban logging operation in Cabinda, accusing the Cubans of plundering Angola's wealth and
causing enormous environmental damage to the area. The Congo region has suffered appalling
environmental damage in the past forty years from war, the flight of Rwandan refugees into the region
and the explosion in poaching having all but wiped out Congo's famous gorillas.

"% The controversy of the Cuban logging brigade is one of many complaints local Cabindans make
about Luanda’s exploitation of the enclave. Although the Angolan government receives the vast
majority of its hard currency revenue from Cabindan oil, most Cabindans belicve their enclave has
been ignored in terms of social services and intrastructure, while the Luanda ruling elite has
concentrated on plundering Cabinda’s riches for its own ends.
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Internationalist casualties in Angola, 1975-1991

The question of how many casualties the Cubans suffered in Angola is perhaps the
single most contentious issue of the Cuban operation in Angola, and will be discussed
in full in the last chapter.!®® What is indisputable, however, is that as a result of
confining the vast majority of Cubans in Angola to barracks (with only occasional
sorties on patrols or on the caravanas), most of the casualties suffered were the result
of accidents and disease. Few reliable figures are available, but probably only a third
of Cuban casualties were suffered in combat either with UNITA or the SADF, and
many of those from landmines, booby-traps and ambushes.!>! Official figures state
that just over a third of those killed died in accidents, but judging from most veterans’

accounts it was probably more like half, the most common cause being guns going off

accidentally and dangerous (or drunken) driving.'*? As in peace time operations most

accidents were caused by a failure to follow procedure, and there were numerous
aircraft and helicopter crashes throughout the Cuban occupation, many of which were
subsequently claimed by UNITA as “kills’.'*> Disease — in particular malaria (or
‘paludismo’ as it was called in Angola) and tropical fever — took hundreds of Cuban
lives (a quarter of all those killed), and the Cuban medical brigades initially had great
difficulty treating some of these conditions as they were almost unknown in Cuba.
Cuban civilian casualties were likewise light, although there were occasional
incidents during the Angolan war in which civilian internationalists were killed (such

as the UNITA truck bomb in Huambo in April 1984 which caused nearly 200

10 The Cuban government put the official number of Cubans killed in Angola between 1975 and 1990
at 2,016 (published in Granma, 6 December 1989), a figure Rail Castro increased to 2,077 in May
1991 when the last internationalists returned. Both UNITA and South Africa have made outrageously-
inflated claims (to the tune of 10,000 dead and double that number wounded), but the true figure is
probably somewhere between three and five thousand killed, with at least 10,000 wounded or
incapacitated.

151 According to the Cuban government (in Granma, 6 December 1989) 39% were killed in combat,
26% died of disease and 35% were killed in accidents. This figure is broadly in line with figures
published by Juan Bautista Benitez Sudrez (Equinoccio de los heroes, Editorial Sanlope, Las Tunas,
Cuba, 1993, pp.53-56), detailing eleven internationalists from Las Tunas who were killed in Angola.
He notes that 36% died in combat (4), 18% from disease (2), and 45% in accidents (5).

152 One veteran (in interview) remembered a senior FAR officer sending out half a dozen soldiers in a
truck to buy him supplies, and them all being killed in a crash on the return journey. Some
internationalists put the high number of driving accidents down to the youth of many of the Cuban
drivers, most of whom had never handled military vehicles of the size the Soviets were providing.
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casualties, see next chapter). However, the overall impression one gets from talking
to veterans is that Cuban casualties did occur but not in great numbers,'>* and that it

was only once Cuban troops began to get drawn into the main fighting against UNITA
and the SADF in late 1987 that casualties started to mount.

Return procedure at the end of an internationalist mission

On completion of their mission, Cuban internationalists were gathered in Luanda
where they filled out the relevant paperwork (often on board the Leonid Sovinov),
bought whatever they could afford at the specially-provided shops in Cacuaco and
underwent a cursory medical examination before returning to Cuba (most civilians
and officers flew while the bulk of the soldiers returned by ship).!*> On arrival in
Cuba they were then transferred to military camps for two to three days of medical
tests, the military doctors checking in particular for malaria and other tropical
diseases, and only once they were given the all-clear were the allowed to return to
their homes.'*® The exact number of Cubans affected by disease is not known (the
Cuban government has released no figures), but is probable that several thousand
Cubans returned from Angola with debilitating diseases, some quite possibly with
HIV.!*” The debate over whether Cuban troops were responsible for bringing AIDS
into Cuba from Angola has been ruthlessly suppressed by the Cuban government

which claims — perhaps accurately — that the disease was first introduced into Cuba by

153 One veteran recalled that during the two years he was stationed in Angola (1983-85), his unit lost
eight MiG fighters in training accidents. Another recalled seeing an Mi-8 crash accidentally into the
canyon opposite the Cambamba dam near Malanje, killing four Cuban officers.

154 One Cuban sapper recalled that in two years of duty in Angola (including nearly a dozen caravanas),
nobody in his platoon was killed or wounded, a not untypical story. Figures given to me by Lt-Cl
Montpier from Vibora Parque municipality (northern Havana) show that out of the 2,752 men who
carried out internationalist missions in Angola, only 36 died there (or less than 1.5%).

155 The experience of those few Cubans who did stay in Angola (perhaps 100 individuals in total) and
the changing role of internationalists in Angola following the Cuban withdrawal will be discussed in
the last chapter.

156 various ‘Centrales a Viajeros’ (Centres for Travellers) existed in and around Havana, most
famously at Lomba Blanca, where returning internationalists underwent several days of medical tests.
Any Cuban who had been taken ill during his or her return journey was admitted to the Luis Soto Alba
Naval Hospital in Havana which had a unit specialising in tropical diseases.

157 Many Cubans returned from Angola crippled by disease, most commonly by malaria (perhaps 90%
of cases), but also by strange tropical fevers, unknown strains of hepatitis, obscure eye and skin
diseases, and even cirrhosis. Most veterans remember colleagues who were incapacitated by disease in
Angola, but the actual number of affected Cubans is not known. One veteran who served in the FAR’s
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foreign tourists.!s® However, the appearance of the HIV virus in the Cuban
population only five years after the Cuban intervention in Angola began — coupled
with the death from AIDS of several prominent Cuban artists (such as Carlos Alfonso
& Reinaldo Arenas) who fled to Florida during the Mariel boatlift — fuelled rumours
that the disease had been introduced into Cuba from Africa, and as exaggerated
reports about AIDS swept the world in the early 1980s, there was a panicked reaction
from the Cuban government which introduced draconian measures to prevent the
disease spreading any further. From the mid-1980s onwards HIV-testing was
introduced for all internationalists before they left Angola, and anyone diagnosed with
HIV was transferred on arrival in Cuba to a special hospital (Los Cocos) where they
were interned indefinitely.!> The story of the Los Cocos inmates — and the tragic
collapse of the care provided to them — remains a scandal which has yet to be fully

uncovered.'®°

Departamento de Abastecimiento claimed that over 10,600 Cubans were wounded or incapacitated by
service in Angola, suggesting that many thousands of these were affected by disease.

18 AIDS (Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome) was first diagnosed in 1981, and following research
between 1982 and 1984 it was found to be caused by a single virus which was named HIV (Human
Immunodeficiency Virus) by an international commission in 1986. Scientific opinion is still divided
over the origin of the disease, but in the 1980s Cuba was awash with unsubstantiated rumours that
Cuban troops had brought the disease back from Angola. The Cuban government’s argument that
foreign tourists brought the disease into Cuba is undermined somewhat by the fact that tourism didn’t
really take off in significant numbers until the early 1990s, a full decade after the disease was
discovered. Ultimately, the Cuban government is extremely secretive in its handling of the AIDS
issue, and although the authorities claim the virus’s spread is fully under control, one feels there is
probably a huge amount of denial for the magnitude of the problem facing ordinary Cubans (who are
notoriously lax at using contraception).

15% In December 1986 the FAR issued a decree forbidding all Cuban soldiers stationed in Angola from
having blood transfusions from Africans so as to avoid the risk of infection with HIV (Al J Venter,
‘Angola: decimotercer aiio de conflicto’, Revista Internacional de Defensa, Afio XXI, No. 2/1988,
Geneva, 1988, p.124), a measure which illustrates the fear at the time over this unknown virus. Brig.-
Gen. Del Pino bluntly described Los Cocos as “a jail” (Del Pino, op. cit., p.34).

1% One popular and oft-repeated urban myth in Havana concerns Los Cocos (located on Boyeros only a
few miles from the old airport). The story goes that when news of this new disease first broke in Cuba,
many Cubans believed that like other STD’s (syphilis or gonorrhoea) it would shortly have a cure.
Thus when the Cuban government launched its new, state-of-the-art HIV treatment centre at Los Cocos
amid a fanfare of publicity, a group of young Cuban artists decided to deliberately infect themselves
with the virus so that they could be interned at Los Cocos and enjoy the (for Cuba) luxury facilities
until such time as a cure appeared. Several dozen of these infected Cubans then spent the rest of the
1980s slowly wasting away in Los Cocos with no cure in sight. Even more tragically, following the
collapse of the Soviet Union funding for Los Cocos dried up, and today those inmates who are still
alive are allegedly enduring the most terrible conditions and depravation. Regardless of whether this
story is actually true or not, the very fact that it is so often repeated and believed is a reflection of the
generalised ignorance surrounding AIDS in Cuba, and is the direct product of the Cuban regime’s
stranglehold on all information coming into Cuba.
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The vast majority of Cubans cleared their medical tests, however, and immediately
returned home and rejoined civilian life, the reservists and civilians taking up their old
jobs (which had been kept for them in their absence) while those completing their
national service either went to university or entered the job market for the first time.
All internationalists received certificates and medals for their missions, those who had
seen combat (including some civilians) receiving the ‘1* Class’ internationalist medal
while the vast majority received ‘2™ Class’ internationalist medals. Occasionally
veterans were singled out for Party recognition, but it was not until the latter stages of
the Cuban operation int Angola (in the late 1980s) that the regime started to celebrate
the return of its internationalists with elaborate ceremonies and marches, the most
important of which — at the Cacahual military monument on 7 December 1989 —
marked the effective end of the internationalist phase of the Cuban Revolution (see
Chapter 12). The experience of some of Cuba’s four hundred thousand
internationalists after their return to Cuba — and their thoughts and feelings about
internationalism and the experience of serving in Angola as they look back with

hindsight — will be discussed in the conclusion.
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