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On Nov. 6,1965 — 60 years ago — the
Cuban and U.S. governments agreed to
arrange regular emigration airplane
flights aimed at reunifying Cuban families
with their loved ones already in the U.S.

THE ORIGIN OF CUBAN FREEDOM FLIGHTS

What would become the largest and longest refugee
resettlement effort in U.S. history — the Freedom
Flights — would begin on Dec. 1 and would allow
more than a quarter-million Cubans to enjoy
freedom and the hope for economic success.

After the spectacular failure of the
U.S.-planned and backed Bay of
Pigs invasion in April 1961 and then
the Cuban missile crisis of October
1962, it was clear the island nation
of Cuba — just 93 miles off the coast
of Florida — was going to remain a
communist-controlled country.

This wasn’t necessarily a popular
thing in Cuba. Anti-government
protests broke out throughout the
country. The population of Cuba fell
into poverty — thanks in part to a
U.S. embargo of all trade with Cuba.

Those with means to travel made
plans to leave — affluent Cubans
and those who had been part of the
previous government. Those not so
economically fortunate had to
scrounge for ways to escape.

In the fall of 1965, this migration was
aided by passage of the Immigra-
tion and Nationality Act, which
President Lyndon Johnson signed
into law on Oct. 3, 1965 and became
effective on Dec. 1.

The act was a major update of U.S.
immigration guidelines, prioritizing
things like reunification of families.
This resulted in a significant
increase in immigration from Asia
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“| declare this afternoon to the people of Cuba that those who seek
refuge here in America will find it,” President Lyndon Johnson told the
crowd who watched him sign the Immigration and Nationality Act.
“Our tradition as an asylum for the oppressed is going to be upheld.”

and Latin America.

Right away, Castro opened the
Cuban port of Camarioca, where

3,000 Cubans boarded about 160

boats to travel to Key West. The
influx there threatened to swamp

the U.S. Coast Guard and immigra-

tion authorities.

While not sanctioned by the U.S.
government, President Johnson

chose to not enforce restrictions on
this boat traffic. With little notice,
Castro closed the port on Nov. 3,
stranding thousands of hopeful
immigrants.

Just three days later, the Cuban and
U.S. governments agreed to launch
an emigration airlift, limiting
participation to those whose
immediate relatives were already in
the United States. The U.S. budgeted

more than $12 million to the project.

What came to be called “Freedom
Flights” began on Dec. 1, 1965. For
the next eight years, 10 flights a
week left Varadero, Cuba, carrying
an average of 85 people — typically
families with young children — for
Miami.

The airlifts were extremely popular
in Cuba — some waited up to two
years before their names came up.
Over time, Castro became alarmed
at how the airlifts were creating a
brain drain in his country. He began
a campaign of harassment and
shaming those who signed up for
the airlifts.

By 1972, Castro had had enough. He
suspended flights for six months
before halting the program for good
the next year. The final Freedom
Flight touched down in Miami on
April 6,1973. By then, more than a
quarter-million Cubans had escaped
to the United States.

The Cuban refugee community in
the United States — and especially
in Florida — grew to several
hundred thousand and, for the most
part prospered; which hadn’t been
possible in Cuba.

NOTABLE WAVES OF CUBAN REFUGEES TO THE U.S.
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The largest
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residency.
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