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In a very contentious election, former Army Sergeant Fulgencio Batista took power and planted the seeds of revolution. Batista, who had previously served as president from 1940 to 1944, took control of the country before the 1952 election and declared it null and void. Although Cuba’s democracy had flaws, many Cubans were appalled by his attempt to seize power. Rising political star Fidel Castro was one of those who, had the 1952 elections taken place, would have been elected to the U.S. Congress. Almost immediately, Castro started making plans to overthrow Batista.




Castro made his move early in the morning of July 26, 1953. He knew that in order to start a revolution, he would need weapons, so he set his sights on the remote Moncada barracks. A group of 138 men raided the property early in the morning. It was thought that the rebels’ numerical and armament disadvantages would be negated by the surprise factor. The attempt failed miserably, and the rebels were defeated after a combat that lasted many hours. A sizable number of people were taken prisoner. Nineteen federal troops were slain, and the survivors vented their rage by shooting most of the seized rebels. Fidel and Raul Castro escaped, but they were eventually caught.




Many political prisoners, including those who had participated in the Moncada attack, were freed by the Batista regime in May 1955 in response to international pressure to change. Fidel and Raul Castro regrouped in Mexico to plot their next move in the revolution. There they linked up with other disgruntled Cubans living abroad, forming a new “26th of July Movement” in reference to the date of the Moncada attack. Camilo Cienfuegos, an inspiring Cuban exile, and Ernesto “Ché” Guevara, a brilliant Argentine physician, were two of the new recruits. Eighty-two men boarded the small boat Granma in November 1956 and sailed toward Cuba and the revolution.




Other insurgent organizations joined the conflict as the July 26th Movement expanded its influence in the highlands. Hit-and-run assaults by rebel groups loosely linked with Castro almost succeeded in assassinating Batista in the cities. In the summer of 1958, Batista foolishly chose to deploy a substantial chunk of his troops into the highlands to flush out Castro, but the maneuver backfired. The agile insurgents launched guerilla strikes, causing many troops to defect or quit. Castro was prepared to deal the last blow by the year’s conclusion in 1958.




The Cuban Revolution began in earnest in late 1958, when Castro split his troops and sent Cienfuegos and Guevara into the lowlands with smaller divisions. Along the journey, the rebels took towns and villages, where they were hailed as liberators. On the 30th of December, Cienfuegos took control of the little garrison at Yaguajay. Guevara and 300 exhausted rebels prevailed against a far bigger army during a three-day siege of Santa Clara on December 28-30, taking control of a substantial cache of weapons. At the same time, government representatives were holding talks with Castro in an effort to save the situation and end the violence.




As the arrival of Castro’s troops became more and more certain, Batista and his inner circle left the country with whatever plunder they could grab. Some of Batista’s deputies were given authority to negotiate with Castro and the rebels. Cubans went to the streets to welcome the rebels with open arms. On January 2, 1959, Cienfuegos, Guevara, and his troops invaded Havana and disarmed the last of the city’s military outposts. On January 9, 1959, Castro finally arrived in Havana after stopping in every town, city, and hamlet along the road to deliver addresses to the applauding people.




The Cuban Revolution is a major event in our history. We will examine the revolution, Castro’s ouster of Batista, and the effects of the revolution on the Cuban people in the following parts.
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