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Background
On January 8, 1959, Fidel Castro marched into
Havana, Cuba, after successfully defeating and
ousting President Fulgencio Batista. Although
the revolution was widely supported at first,
disquiet began to spread as Castro’s intention of
transforming Cuba into a communist state
became apparent. Many parents, fearful that
their children would be sent to the Soviet Union
for indoctrination or exploitation, but confident
that the regime would not last, sent their
children, unaccompanied, to family members in
the United States. In November 1960, Monsignor
Bryan O. Walsh, Director of Miami’s Catholic
Welfare Bureau, was approached by a Cuban
man and his relative, a fifteen year old named
Pedro Menéndez. Pedro’s relatives struggled to
care for him and so they approached the Bureau
for assistance. Monsignor Walsh, with funding
and the authority to issue visas from the Federal
Government, and the help of contacts in Cuba
with similar objectives, organized Operation
Pedro Pan to care for and resettle Cuban refugee
children. The program assisted over 14,000
children, the largest exodus of unaccompanied
minors in the Western Hemisphere.
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Research Goals & Summary
While Operation Pedro Pan (1960-62), which was responsible for the resettlement of over 14,000 Cuban refugee children,
has been recounted and studied in the United States through personal perspectives and research into the lives of the
children who emigrated from Cuba, a concise diplomatic history of the situation through the perspective of the Catholic
Church has yet to be written. The purpose of this project was to uncover some part of the complex diplomatic relationships
between the Catholic Church, an international entity in its own right, the United States, Cuba, and all of the third-party
actors that facilitated this enormous endeavor and, in doing so, shed light upon how the Catholic Church of the Cold Warera operated in diplomatic situations. This project’s primary methodologies were the research of original documents (both
primary and secondary sources) and interviews with persons who have firsthand knowledge of the operation and its
organization. Each of individuals pictured above have provided a unique perspective through which to frame my research.
Archbishop Wenski of Miami, in particular, was Monsignor Walsh’s successor and has intimate knowledge of the
operations of the Archdiocese of Miami in facilitating the operation. Although the research of archival documents was made
difficult by library closures, digitized documents such as Monsignor Walsh’s Cuban Refugee Children served as an invaluable
resource. Ultimately, Operation Pedro Pan serves as a reflection of the massive humanitarian potential of independent
international organizations, especially when those organizations work in collaboration with governments.

