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i n June 1958, Carlos Padilla Pérez, a member of the Puerto

i Rican Nationalist Party, addressed a gathering of Argentines
organized by the Amigos pro Libertad de Puerto Rico in Buenos Aires. He
thanked thern, his “fellow cirizens of Our América,” for their solidarity and
evoked the image of a shared history and a common heritage. Justas the Argen-
tines “crossed the Andes in pursuit of the enemies of freedom” during the wars
of independence in the 1800s, so, too, did Puerto Ricans join the continental
fight against Spanish colonialism. The Puerto Rican general Antonio Valero de
Bernabe “fought for the independence of Mexico” and then hastened to con-
rinue the bartle against Spanish colonialism alongside “the Liberator Bolivar
in whose army he achieved positions of distinction.” Recognizing that the his-
torical moment has changed— “the patriotic armies are no longer intertwined
along the paths of Qur América as they once were” ~Padilla nonetheless urged
Argentines to support Puerto Rico’s ongoing struggle against colonialism, now
directed against the United States. Above all, he emphasized that Puerto Rico
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is part of Latin America and that the U.S. occupation of the island nation
represents a threat to the entire region. “[Freedom of Puerto Rico] is of critical
importance to ¢ach of you because the United States threatens to extend the
cofonial regime that it has imposed on Puerio Rico under the name of the ‘free
associated state” over all the peoples of Our America. We are conscious . . . that
as long as Puerte Rico awalts its freedom and is prevented from exercising its
powers as a sovereign pecple, then the goal of uniry thar we pursue is blocked
because it prevents us from joining the Latin American family.”t

Puerto Rico became a U.S. colony in 1898, following the Spanish-American
War. In order to ensure its control of the island, the U.S. Congress passed the
Foraker Act in 1900 and the Jones Act in 1917, The Foraker Act ended U.S.
military rule in Puerto Rico and established a civilian government, with North
American governors appointed by the United States, while the Jones Act made
Puerto Ricans 1.5, cirizens.?

By and large, the Puerto Rican response to these acts was muted. During
the first three decades of ULS. colonialism in Puerto Rico, various political fig-
ures and partics called for independence. However, cheir demands, weakened
by internecine political fights and the absence of a unified political strategy,
were ineffective. Pedro Albizu Campos’s ascension to secretary general of the
Nationalist Party in 1930 radically alrered the situvation.? Under his leadership,
the MNarionalist Party transformed what had been inchoate dreams for inde-
pendence into a determined fight to actually achieve it

The Natioralist Parry did not advocate either capitalism or socialism, and,
despite allegations 10 the contrary, the party was nor fascist. Many in the
party, including Albizu Campos, were fervent Catholics.” However, the glue
that held the party together was the desire to establish Puerto Rico as a sover-
eign nation, not agreement as to what economic system they would im plement
once independence was achieved.

Nationalists defined Puerto Rico as parr of the “Latin American family”
and sought a sovereignty anchored in the joint history and the furure of what
they perceived to be a shared transregional reality. They identified with the
former colonies of Spain, now independent republics, because they shared a
common language, culture, religion, and history. They also confronted the
same enemy: the United Stares. The Nationalist Party understood that Puerto
Rico was a small Antillean nation confronting a formidable imperial power in
the region. In order o strengthen effors ro end U.S, colonialism, the Nation-
alists consciously sought—and received—sclidarity from democraric, leftist,
anticolonial, and anti-imperialist individuals, organizations, and governments
across Latin America.

The Nationalist Party ceased to participate in elections in the 19308, which
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has made it difficult o gauge concrerely whar percentage of the Puerto Rican
population belonged to or supporred ir. It is also a challenge to determine the
social makeup of the party. However, police records of Nationalist Party mem-
bers and sympathizers arrested after the Ocrober 1950 revolt, which is discussed
in greater detail larer, offer some clues. Following the uprising, t}}e ?uerm
Rican police arrested 1,106 people.® The police recorded brief descriptions of
those they arrested, noting such informartion as their skip c:oler, size, position
within the party, place of origin, residence, and work. Information on these
cards reveals that the party atcracied Puerto Ricans from across the island,
from the capital, San Juan, to the small towns and farms in the mountainous
interior. It also shows that peasants, small landowners, intellectuals, shopkeep-
ers, professionals, students, and laborers joined or sympathized with theﬁparty.
Puerro Ricans of all races and both genders were members of the party.” Mifi
Scijo Bruno analyzed the 140 combatants who ok part in the insurrection.
Her detailed study reveals thar male fighters outnumbered female ones bur
that “non whites,” which is how the census characterized Puerto Ricans of
African descent, “had a greater degree of representation in the insurrection
than the white race, when compared to their percentage in the 1950 census.”

This chapter examines trans—Latin American solidarity with Puerio Ri-
can independence and the Nationalist Party in the 1950s, during the heighe
of the Cold War. It reveals the deep bonds of solidarity that existed among
and berween Latin Americans, the imporrance that people throughour the
hemisphere placed on securing a free and independent Pucrm Rico, an}d ‘the
profound anger that many Latin Americans felr ar the U.S. governments jm-
prisonment of Puerto Rican Nartionalists who foughe to end colonialism in
their country.

The existence and persistence of Latin American solidarity with the strug-
gle for Puerto Rican independence during the Cold War exposes cracks in
U.S. efforts o extend hegemonic control over the region and the world. At a
time when the U.S. government was vocifercusly cloaking izseif in che mande
of dermiocracy, its colonial held over Puerto Rico cleatly contradiceed its own
discourse and sharply challenged its efforts to portray frself as a trustworthy
supporter of those nations in Aftica and Asia that were stn}ggiing against Eu-
ropean colonialism or that had recenily achieved national independence. The
{1.S. government both failed to understand and was unable to extinguish Larin
American solidarity with Puerto Rico. Support for Puerto Rican independence
and demands for the release of Nationalist Party political prisoners extended
throughout the continent and involved individuals, organizations, partfamen-
rarians, and governments of various political stripes. It drew on a historical
legacy of regional support for anticolonial and anti-imperialist struggles and
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reflected the determined efforts of members of the Nationalist Party to gener-
ate support for their struggle. Latin American solidarity with Puerto Rico per-
sisted despite the atrempts of the U.S. government 1o obviate or overcome
through the political changes it engincered in Puerto Rico or through the
construction of tighter alliances with repressive, anticommunist governments.
The endurance of this solidarity with Puerto Rican independence simulrane-
ously makes manifest the weaknesses of U.5. Cold War rhetoric and policies,
speaks to the perseverance of & transregional identiry, highlights a shared op-
position to foreign rule, and anticipates and prefigures the conrinental spirit of
ant-imperialist revolurion that erupred foilowing the 1959 Cuban revolution.

Much of the literature on Latin America unfortunately overlooks Puerto
Rico——the only remaining U.S. colony in the hemisphere—when discussing
the United States and Latin America.’ As a result, it describes dynarmics that do
not reflect the Puerto Rican realicy and ignores the imporrant connections thar
existed between Puerto Rico and the rest of the region. For example, in their
discussion of Latin America from 1944 10 1948, Leslie Berhell and Tan Rexbor-
ough argue that much of Latin America experienced a period of “democrariza-
tion, a shift to the Left, and labor militancy” in the years immediately follow-
ing World War I1. However, they point our, by 1948 (and for some countrics
as carly as 1945), government repression increased, and “the popular forces, the
Left, and democracy suffered a historic defear.” While this description applies
to much of Latin America, it clearly does not fit Puerto Rico for the obvious
reason that Puerto Rico was a 1.8, colony, before, during, and after the war.
Puerto Rico did not enjoy a democratic spring after the war; instead, National-
ist political prisoners languished in U.S. and Puerto Rican jails. Certainly, the
island shared the wave of repression thar hit Latin America in the late 19408
and 19505, but this was not new, since Nationalists had been experiencing
similar attacks for decades." When Greg Grandin makes an important critique
of “historians of U.S. policy roward the region {Latin America]” who focus on
“what preoccupied U.S. policymakers,” it appears that he is not taking Puerto
Rico’s colonial starus inte sufficient consideration. He calls on historians o pay
attention to “whar was being fought over in Latin America itself™2 Yet, what
the Nationalists were fighting for was independence from the Unired States, so
it would be difficult, if not impossible, to discuss politics in Puerto Rico and
ignore the U.S, government’s role in ir.

Puerto Rico represented a particular chaltenge to the United Stares and
fis efforts to dominate the region politically and ideclogically. Members of
the Narionalist Parry refused to renounce the struggle for Puerto Rican in-
dependence.”® Their repudiation of U.S. rule demaonstrazed to Latin America
and the rest of the world that some Puerto Ricans were willing to undertake
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bold and dramatic actions, at great personal sacrifice, to liberate their narion,
Their commitment to independence and Puerto Rico’s status as a colony re-
vealed the hypocrisy of the United States at a time when Washingron was
loudly proclaiming the virtues of democracy, defending humar-a r'ight.s; an.d
defining itself as the friend of the global movement against csigmahsm.“ ‘Th{s
contradiction, combined with the sympathy and political support thar indi-
viduals, partics, and governments throughout Latin America expressed for the
colonized Caribbean istand and for the political prisoners jailed by the United
States for resisting Puerto Rico’s subordinate status, martered to politiciims
and government officials in Washingron. It explains, in part, why the U.S:
Congress allowed Puerto Ricans 1o vote for their own governos az?c_i worked
with the Popular Democratic Party to engineer Puerco Rz(:(‘)s rransition from
an cutright colony to a more disguised one as a Free Associated Stg[e. Iralso
contribured o saving the life of Oscar Collazo, the Puerto Rican Nationalist
who received the death penalty following his attack on Blair House, the tem-

porary residence of President Harry Truman, in November 1950,

Trans~Latin American Solidarity with the
Puerto Rican Nationalist Party in the
18208 and 1930s

Latin American solidarity with the Nationalists in the 1950s reflected, in part,
the work of pro-independence forces in the 19208 and‘lgscs‘ ?edro Ai.bizu
Campos and the Nationalist Party understoad that Latin :‘%mer;can solidar-
ity was critical for Puerto Rico ro obrain independence. To that en.d, th.ey
promoted opposition o U.S. imperialism and support i“"or P}zerto Rican in-
dependence across the Americas. From 1927 10 1929, Alblzu.(gacr‘npos traveled
throughout the region in a “patriotic pilgrimage” to meet with “the peo.pie of
our race.”’ As the party newspaper reported, he would begin his trip in the
“heroic Dominican homeland from where he will continue his tzavels through
Ibero-América.” (During his travels, Albizu Campos visited the Dominica‘n
Republic, Haid, Cuba, Mexico, and Peru.)® Albizu Campos undertook this
trip to inform Larin Americans about “the protests of a country thar refuses
to accept the shameful enslavement that the imperialists from the r_mrth hav.e
imposed on it.” He and the Nationalist Party wanted the peoples of the c‘i)mi-
nent to learn abour “the island’s tragedy”; they also hoped to expose the “false
Yankee democracy so that [Latin Americans] could better prepare themselves
against the imperialist economic policies from the N'orthf”“? Albizu Campos’s
mission bore fruit. During his 1927 visit to Cuba, llustricus Cubans such
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as Dr. Enrique José Varona, Dr. Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, Dt Enrigue
Gay Galbé, and Juan Marinello Vidaurrera, among others, formed the Junta
Nacional Cubana pro Independencia de Puerto Rico.® Srrong bonds of mu-
tual support existed between many Cubans and Puerto Ricans. Both Puerto
Rico and Cuba had remained Spanish colonies throughour the nineteenth cen-
tury, long afrer 1824, when Madrid’s other American possessions had achieved
independence. United in a common struggle, they had organized joint pro-
independence committees, such as the Junta Revolucionaria in New York
City, and fought rogether on the barttlefield to end colonial control of their
nations. This common heritage explains why anti-imperialist Cubans commit-
ted themselves o securing the independence of their sister Antillean nation.
However, Cubans were not the only Latin Americans to form organizations
and conduct campaigns in opposition to U.S. colonialism and repression in
Puerto Rico, as events during the 19308 made clear,

During the 1930s, conflict between the Nationalist Party and the U.S. gov-
ernment increased. The Nationalist Party garnered greater popular support
and stepped up its milirane activities against U.S. colonial rule in response w
increased U.S. government repression against the party. Across Latin America,
anti-imperialist and antifascisc forces took up the cause of Puerto Rico and the
Naticnalist political prisoners, In 1936, leaders of the Nationalist Party were ac-
cused and convicted of seditious conspiracy and sentenced ro between six and
ten years in the federal penitenviary in Atlanta, Georgia.® Pro-independence
events were held in Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay in support of the National-
ists.”* In Argentina, in 1936, the University Federation of Argentina sent a
petition to U.S. Secretary of State Cordell Hull “demanding the release of the
Nationalist leader Juan Antonio Corretjer.” They also demanded “an end 1o
the unjustified repression by the North American regime against the Nacional-
ists.”” And, in Costa Rica, the Communist Party dedicated one week to “the
struggle for Puerto Rican independence.” It called on its members to “raise
money to send cables ro the governer of Puerro Rico to protest the abuses that
North American authorities have carried out againse Puerco Rican National-
- ists.”"* The Confederation of Anti-Imperialist Students of America, which was
meeting in Mexico, wrote to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1937 “0
bring to your atrention the immense clamor of protest thar has risen in our
hearts over the unjust incarceration of Pedro Albizu Campos, Juan Antonio
Corretjer, and other leaders of Puerto Rican Nationalism, now banished to
the Federal Penitentiary at Adansa, Georgia, accused of the most honorable
act which any man could accomplish—1o struggle for the Independence of his
country.”® The relationships that the Nationalists built with Latin Americans
in the 19205 and 1930s persisted through the 19405 and 1950s.
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The 1950s: Defiance and Solidarity at the
Height of the Coid War

The United States emerged from Werld War Il as 2 major power in the world
and the dominant force in the western hemisphere. The United States” position
as one of two superpowers allowed it to expand Its political reach, ecoromic
penetration, and military operations around the globe. Nevertheless, it con-
tnued to view Latin America as a foreign vet integral and essential extension/
possession of itself. The United States had profound economic ties with, even a
dependency on, Latin America. Indeed, as Bethell and Roxborough point our,
referring 1o the postwar period, “Larin America remained the United States’
most important export marker and source of imports and, after Canada, the
area in which most U.S. capiral was invested.”*

Puerto Rico played an important military and geopolitical role in the U.S.
governments plans for the hemisphere, The U.S. Navy viewed irs bases at
Roosevelt Roads and Vieques as critical to its outward defense against “com-
munism,” both on the mainland and throughoﬁt the western hemisphere. As
Vice Admiral William Barby warned ar 2 1947 Lions Club luncheen in San
Juan, the United States needed to prepare for a “possible attack from cverseas.”
Alerting his audience to the very real “danger of invasion in the next seven to
ren years,” he added, “this danger required readiness in the Caribbean,” specifi-
cally at the U.S. Navy bases in Puerto Rico.”

However, the United Stares colonial rule in Puerto Rico undermined
Washington’s efforts to portray itself as a supporter of democracy and freedom
in opposition to communist totalitarianism and repression. The Nationalisc
Parry knew that the United Stares’ possession of Puerto Rico weakened the
lacter’s image as the leader of the “free world.” This understanding, combined
with its history of working with anticolonial and anti-imperialist forces across
Latin America, allowed the party to call upon symparhetic secrors throughout
the region (and the world) w support its demand for sovereignty.

The Nationalist Party’s work in the United Nations exemplified its recog-
nition of the importance of hemispheric and global support for its struggle. In
a 1948 interview, Pedro Albizu Campos remarked on the power exerted by the
United States and other colonial powers, a group he referred 1o as the “United
Front 1o render a restricted interpretation of Chapeer 117 in the United Na-
tions. {Chaprer 1t and particularly Article 73 said thar the imperialist powers
“are bound to respect the political, economic, and cultural aspirations of the
nations intervened in by their armed {orces.”) At the same dme, he affirmed
the importance of the international body since “it is of general knowledge thar
all the Latin American countries, and, in fact, all the nations of the world—
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with the exception of the colonial powers—are willing, when the opportune
moment arises, 1o implement the principle of the independence of all subju-
gated countries like Puerto Rico. That principle is incorporated in the Charter
of the United Nations Organization, and its recognition is binding upon the
despotism of the United States which shackles 1577

As part of its efforts to sccure international support, the Nationalist Party
designated Thelma Mielke, a New Yorker who supporied Puerro Rican inde-
pendence, o represent it in the insernational body.”” The party believed thar
the Unired Nadons offered it an important platform from which o inform
the world of Puerto Rico’s colonial status and o call on nations, particularly
those in the region, for sclidarity, Furthermore, Latin American nations had
substantial influence in the international institution, since they “represented
two ffths of the vores—20 out of g1—, | .. making [them] the most impor-
tant single voting bloc.” The Nationalist Party’s appeals for support posed a
problem to the United States as it artempred to exert its influence over Larin
America. As lvonne Acosta-Lespier notes, “the plans the United States had
for the hemisphere were hindered by the campaign in the United Nations
of Puerte Rican Nationalists and independence activists who porirayed the
United States as a colonial power.”?

In order to clean up its public image and do away with the perception
that its colonial hold over Puerto Rico contradicted its self-designarion as the
number one defender of freedom, the U.S. government implemented a two-
prong strategy to effect changes in Puerto Rico’s status so that it would appear
that the island was no longer a U.S. colony and 1o silence the voice of those
who most dererminedly opposed ongoing U.S. colonialism, the Nationalist
Party. To accomplish the firsi goal, Washington worked with like-minded
Puerto Ricans o transform Puerto Rico’s stazus so thar it would appear that
the United States no longer colonized it. In 1946, President Harry Truman
appointed the first Puerto Rican governor, Jests Pifiero, a close collaborator of
Luis Mufioz Marin, the leader of the Popular Democratic Party (PPD). Then,
in 1948, after fifty years of U.S. colonial rule, Mufioz Marin became the frst
elected Puerto Rican governor.®® Mufioz Marin had abandoned his support for
independence during the 1940s 2nd tied his political wagon to his relationship
with the United States. Cognizant of the contradictions that U.S, colonialism
in Puerto Rico posed 1o the emerging superpower, Mufioz Marin “sought to
take advantage of the need of the United States ro address rhe worldwide rise
of anticolonial and anti-imperialist sentiment.”™ He presented himself as the
man who would end colonialism by converting Puerto Rico into 2 Free As-
sociated State.

The road 1o the Free Associated State involved 2 number of legislative
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changes. In 1950, President Truman signed Public Law 600, which allowed
Puerte Ricans to vote for their own constitution. A referendum was held in
Puerto Rico on the new constitution in 1952, Of 783,610 registered voters,
463,828 (59.0 percent) cast ballots; 373,594 (47.1 percent of toal registered
voters and 81.5 percent of those voting) supported the terms set forth in the
constitution, and 82,877 (11.¢ percent of toual registered and 18.5 percent of
those voting) opposed them.™ As a result of the vote, the constitution went
inta effect on July 25, 1952, the anniversary of the day in 1898 when the Unired
States had invaded Puerte Rico during the Spanish-American War.

Mufioz Marin and the U.S. government seized the opportunity to declare
that Puerte Rico was no longer a U.S. colony, since Puerto Rico now had
its own constitution and was a Free Associated Srate.™ Alchough this change
did result in the devolution of some governing functions to Puerto Ricans, it
did not fundamentally change the island’s colonial relaticnship o the Unired
States. As a Free Associated State, which is an anomaly in U.S. history, Puerto
Rico could now direct its own internal political affairs, such as local and guber-
natorial elections. However, the U.S. government continued to exert control
over all federal matiers, foreign relations, and economic and military issues.
For example, Puerto Ricans have had no voice in favor of or against any U.S.
decision to go to war, since they cannot vote for any federal officials, yet they
were subject to the draft when it was in effect.” The new arrangement worked
to the benefit of the United States and Mufioz Marin. As Ayala and Bernabe
note, “the U.S. State Department . . . looked favorably upon legislation that
would allow the United States to argue Puerto Rico was no longer a colony
while not reducing its ultimate rights over the island.”*

The U.S. government (along with Munoz Marin and the PPD) understood
that the establishmenrt of the Free Associated State alone weuld nost convinee
the world that Puerto Rice was no longer a U.5. colony. This realization led
io the second part of Washington’s two-pronged strategy: the elimination of
the Nationalist Party as the voice and symbol of resistance to U.S. colonialism.
The measures that would facilitate the wave of repression that engulfed the
Narionalist Party in the 1950s began in the late 19405, in Washingron, D.C. In
1948, the U.S. Congress passed and imposed on Puerto Rico Law 53, frequently
referred to as the Gag Law. This law made it a felony to “encourage, defend,
counsel, or preach, voluntarily or knowingly, the need, desirability, or conve-
nience of overturning, destroying, or paralyzing the Insular Government, [the
local Puerto Rican gavernment} or any of its political subdivisions, by way of
force or viclence; and to publish, edit, circulate, sell, disuibute, or publicly ex-
hibit with the intenton o overturn [the Insular Government].”® This kow ef-
fecrively made it illegal to struggle for or even speak in favor of the independence
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of Puerto Rico. The arzests of hundreds in Puerto Rico and the United States
following the insurrection on the island on October 30, 1950, and the Novem-
ber 1950 attack on Blair House in the U.S. capital amply demonstrated the full
scape of this law.

However, even before the uprising, the Nationalist Party was subject to
increased repression and anticipated that more atracks were to come. In May
1950, the Nationalist Party issued a statement in which it denounced 7.5,
government plans to carry out “the immediare assassination of Dr. Pedro Al-
bizu Campos . . . and of the other leaders of [the Nationalist] party, and the
dissolution of the same.”®” As Oscar Collazo wrote in his memoirs, speaking
of the period just before the insurrection, “the persecution and harassment
against the MNarionalists had arrived at such an extreme that they had 1o use
force to defend themselves.”

The Nationalisc Party understood the change from an outright colony o
a Free Associated State to be merely cosmertic; at the same rime it was alarmed
that the transformation could and, according to the vore for the constirution,
apparently did deceive people, both in Puerto Rico and around the world,
leading them ro believe that colonialism had indeed ended in Puerto Rico,
This perception, combined with the growing number of party members ar-
rested and lears that the U.S. government had plans w imprison or assassinate
Pedro Albizu Campos, convinced the party leadership that only a dramatic and
substantial rejection of the political changes being carried out in or planned
for Puerto Rico would notify their compatriots and the world thar the island
remained a U.S, colony and chat patriotic Puerto Ricans would resist both the
repression and the new status. It is against this backdrop that the Narionalists
launched the insurrection on October 30, 1950, in Puerto Rico and attacked
Blair House in Washingion, D.C., on November 1, 1950.

The Nationalist Party Attacks in the 1950s

Blanca Canales was a social worker who had supported Puerto Rican indepen-
dence since she was nine years old. In her memoirs, she recalls that her favorize
thing to do when she was young was to “stand on the balcony behind the house
and harangue the neighborhood kids about patriotism.” She received military
training after she joined the Nationalist Party in 1931 and stored munitions
for the party in her home. In 1950, she led the Nationalist uprising in Jayuya,
her hometown of about 1,500 people, situated in the mountainous interior of
the island. Years later, she recalled that she, like other Nationalists, launched
the artack for two reasons. “We thoughe that they [the ‘pupper government
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and the U.S. empire’] would try and imprison Albizu Campos, something for
which they would pay a heavy price [this time] since when don Pedro was ar-
rested in the 19305 he asked us all to remain calm.” They also rose up to provest
“the plan o approve the law that would establish the Free Associated State.”

According 1o some sources, the date for the uprising was moved forward
several months as a resulr of growing U.5. atrtacks against the parry.* Estanislao
Lugo was a member of the Nationalist Party, a trusted compafiero of Albizu
Campos, and one of the party’s seven military commanders. According to him,
the Mationalists initiated the “Revolution” because they gotword on Qcrober 29,
1950, that the police “were going to search the houses of the Narionalists and
arrest those who had arms.” To prevent this from happening, he and his men
retreared to a farm to await orders. The police got wind of their presence and
arrested them on October 30,4

When other military units of the Narionalist Parcy heard the news of their
arrest, they followed instructions and attempred to avtack colonial institutions,
such as post offices and police stations, in seven other small towns in the in-
terior of the island, as well as the governor’s palace in San Juan.* The attacks
were generally unsuccesstul. Only in Jayuya were the Nationalists able to “at-
rack the police headquarters, burn the Selective Service cards and the Federal
Post Office, and proclaim the Republic of Puerto Rico,”®

Luis Mufoz Marin, the governer, called the atacks a “conspliracy against
democracy helped by the Communists™ and “a criminal conspiracy by a group
of fanatics* The U.S. government sent planes to bomb Jayuya and Uruado,
another town in the mountains of Puerto Rico, and the Natienal Guard 1o
attack the Nationalists. By November 1, 2950, most of the fighting was over;
sixteen Nationalists, seven police, and one National Guard were killed; nine
Narionalists, twenty-three police, six National Guard, and eleven civilians were
wounded.® The government then applied the Gag Law and arrested 1,106
people, including Pedro Albiza Campos and the leadership of the Natonalisc
Party, and members of the Communist Party and of the Puerto Rican Iz}dem
pendence Party, another pro-independence party. Although the majority of the
detained were released soon thereafter, over one hundred people served lengthy
prison terms. In 1962, thirty-one Puerto Ricans were still held in Puerto ijcan
or U.S. prisons.*® Blanca Canales, for example, spent twenty years in jail.”

In MNew York City, two members of the Nationalist Party, Oscar Collazo
and Griselic Torresola, learned of the unsuccesstul uprising and decided o act
to defend it. According to Collazo, who was head of the Nationalist Parry in
New York City, Torresola commented thar newspaper reports “made it appear
as if the fighting was nothing more than an issue exclusively among Puerto
Ricans. Nothing mentioned the direct part the Unired Srates was playing in
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the genocide.” He added thar they needed to act quickly because it is urgent
that the worlds attention be focused on Puerto Rico and that we expose [U.S.]
imperialism as the principal protagonist in the tragedy.”® Thus, without much
planning or training, fueled by their indignation and by their desire 10 expose
whart they considered the “slaughter” then taking place in Puerto Rico, Collazo
and Torresola went to Washington, [3.C., ro call attention ro whar the United
States was doing in Puerto Rico. Security guards ar Blair House, President
Truman’s temporary residence, confronted them as they approached the house,
a gunfight ensued, and Torresola was killed and Collazo severely wounded.
Following his trial, Collaze was found guilty of “first degree murder, assault-
ing the residency of the president of the United States, and of carrying illegal
arms” and sentenced to die.®

In 1954, four Nationalists, led by Lolita Lebrén, fired shots in the U.S.
Congress 1o tell the world thar Puerto Rico “is 2 colony™ “We went,” said
Rafael Cancel Miranda, one of the four, “because we wanted to call the at-
tention of the world to our reality” Their timing and motivation underscore
the importance the Nationalist Party placed on world opinion. The artack oc-
curred shorty after the United States had “reported to the United Nations thar
Puerto Rico was a sovereign nation, and at the same time as the Organization
of American States was meeting in Caracas, Venezuela,”® They wanted the
world to know not only that some Puerto Ricans considered this untrue but
aiso thar they were willing to sacrifice their lives to expose what they consid-
ered the colonial reality of their homeland.

Latin American Solidaricy with
the Nationalists

The late 1940s and the 19505 were a difficuit period for left and anti-lmperialist
forces in Latin America. Determined to secure its control over the hemisphere,
the United States government practiced the Traman Doctrine, which dicrared
that the goal of 1.5, foreign policy was to “halt the spread of communism”
through containment.® Working with pro-capitalist forces and the military
across the region, the Unired States encouraged or sponsored the rise to power
of conservative, anticommunist governmenss. By the end of 1954, dictatorial
rule had replaced democratic governments in eleven countries’ Repression
of the left became the order of the day. In Chile, which was technically demo-
cratic, the government of Gabriel Gonzdlez Videla moved against his coali-
tion partners in the Communist Party, sending scores of them to camps.”
Repression was not limited o the left. The ULS, government considered the
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reformist government of Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala to be such a threac that
ic organized its overthrow and instigated the imposition of a military dictator-
ship in 1954.%¢

The United Stares influenced how Latin American nations voted in the
United Nations. Both the U.S. government and leaders of the Popular Demo-
cratic Party, the party of Luis Mufoz Marin, were eager to remove Puerto
Rico from the UN's list of non-self-governing rerritories.” In January 1953,
the Unired States informed the secretary general that “it is no longer necessary
or appropriate for the United States to continte to transmir information on
Puerto Rice” to the United Nations.™ In a clear indication of the power the
Ulnited States exerted over the United Nations, the General Assembly voted o
remove Puerto Rico from the list of non-self-governing territories. The major-
ity of Latin American srates voted in favor of the resolution, with only Mexico
and Guaremala opposing it.””

However, it would be a mistake ro think that chis conservative armosphere
and repressive reality defined the torality of Latin America in this period.
Various expressions of the left and anti-imperialism persisted throughour the
region. Solidarity with Puerto Rican independence and supporr for the Ne%—
tionalist prisoners were evident across the hemisphere. In fact, solidarity wich
the Nationalist prisoners was one significant way to expose and oppose U.S.
imperialism in the region. Just as they had done in the 19308, democraric and
anti-imperialist Latin Americans responded to the appeal and actions of the
Nartionalist Parey and signed petitions, wrote leteers, staged demonstrations,
and formed solidarity committees that demanded an end to U.S. colonialism,
freedom for the Nationalise prisoners, and the commutadon of the death pen-
alty for Oscar Collazo. -

Cubans responded rapidly and forcefully o news of the Ocrober 30, 1950,
uprising. On October 31, the Cuban House of Representatives “named a com-
inission composed of leaders of alt the political parties to discuss the feasibility
of sending a three-man congressional mission to San Juan to ‘end the persecu-
tion of the Nationalists’ and ‘protect the life of Albizu Campos.”” The com-
mission planned to ask President Carlos Prio Socarrds of Cuba for “a Cuban
army airplane to fiy the mission to San Juan” should the project be approved.
On the same day, President Prio sent a cable to Governor Munioz Marfn “ask-

iing him to guarantee the safery and lives of nationalist leader Albizu Campos

and his compafieros.”s Mudoz Marin dismissively rejected the proposed visit
) . & . 1 o

of the Cuban congressmen, saying they “are profoundly misled regarding LE’}C‘

political situation in Puerro Rico” and that they were operating on a “base of

information that is maliciously false. Naturally, such an investigation would

.., i £ =1
definitively lack any approval or sympathy on the part of this government.
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The Cuban historian Emilic Roig de Leuchsenring, who had worked in soli-
darity with Puerto Rican independence since Albizy Campos’s 1927 visit 1o
the island, angrily shot off a telegram to Mufioz Marin stating, “Secure that |
am interpreting the feclings of the Cuban people, T send you and vour gang of
accomplices in the Yankee barbarism [the repression that followed the Octo-
ber 30 uprising] the strongest protest possible for the murder of Puerto Rjcan
patriozs and the persecution of Doctor Pedro Albizu Campos, brothers of the
democratic and liberatory ideals of Mart{ and Hostos.” He signed himself
President of the Cuban National Tunta for che Independence of Puermo Rico.®

In November 1950, cighty-seven lawyers pracricing in Havana met to form
the Committee of Lawyers in Support of Puerto Rican Independence. In an
April 1951 message to the Fourth Meeting of the Ministers of Poreign Relations
of the American Republics, they cailed on the delegates 1o “take ali necessary
measures to secure the immediate release of Dr. Pedro Albizu Campos and all
the Puerto Rican political prisoners and 1o organize the Republic of Puerto
Rico as soon as possible . . . [actions} which will strengthen the fraternal rela-
tions among the American nartions and the sense of democracy in our hemi-
sphere.”®

Leaders of the Nationalist Party found refuge in Cuba in the early 1950s.
Juan Juarbe Juarbe, che party’s secretary of foreign relations, ook up residence
in Cuba and conducted his work and the parey’s international business from
Havana. In March rgs1, he wrote a message to the Fourth Meeting of the
Ministers of Foreign Relations of the American Republics asking the delegates
 present the case of Puerto Rico o the Organization of American States so
that “this natlon wilt have the opportunity to freely and openly determine its
own furure.”%

Cuban and Latin American demands for the release of the Puerso Rican
political prisoners continued. In 1953, writers from across Latin America met
in Havana, Cuba, on the centenary of the birch of José Martf, “the Apostle of
Anillean Independence.” The writers from the Caribbean and from Central
and South America sent a lerter to President Dwight Fisenhower “respectiully
soliciting a complete amnesty for all those imprisoned for the last two years,
in prisons on the Island and in the United Srates, for the persecuted and exiled
members of the Nationalist Movement of Puerto Rico who have fought for the
independence of their homeland. Among ther is their leader, Doctor Pedro
Albizu Campos, whose stare of health, under the prison regime to which he is
submitted, ensures his death in rhe very near furnre, %

Cuban solidarity with the Narionaliscs continued; concern for Pedro Al-
bizu Campos’s health increased as his physical condition deteriorated. Follow-
ing their arrests in the 1950s, Albizu Campos and other prisoners, such as Isabel
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Rosado and Ruth Reynolds, all developed physical symproms consistent with
exposure to radiation. In order to diagnose Albizu Camp.os’s condition, derer-
mine the cause of his illness, and prescribe treatment, Dr. Otlando Daumy,
ar the time president of the Cuban Association of Cancer, traveled to Puerto
Rico to examine Albizu Campos. Upon his return to Havana, he wrote w
Laura Meneses de Albizu, Albizu Campos’s Peruvian wife, to inform her of his
findings.® He concluded that Albizi's wounds were burns, the result of ra.diaw
tion, and that his general state “corresponded to someone who had received
intense radiation.”?

Members and supporters of the Nationalist Party worked very harc‘i o
educate people abour U.S. colonialism in Puerto Rico and the situation of the
prisoners. Lydia Collazo is the daughter of Oscar Collazo. Like her mocher
and sisters, she was derained alter Oscar Collaze’s arrest in Washingron, D.C.,
in 1950.% She was released soon thereafrer, but her mother, Rosa, served al-
most seven years in prison. Lydia Collaze was active in campaigns to save her
father’s life and to release all the Nationalist prisoners.” She used to write 10
supporters io South America: “When my father was in prison, 1 lzzllerltréd alt
the people that he used to write 10. I was forced 1o answer those letrers {and]
T had to wrire in my bad Spanish. It was terrible”™

One of the groups she corresponded with was the A.rgc‘tmine‘ As.ociacis’m
de Amigos pro Libertad de Puerto Rico (Argentine Association of Fraend.s for
the Freedom of Puertc Rico), a solidarity organization led by two Argentines,
Rite D. Luna (president) and Naldo Espelera (secretary).” The group formed
on August 4, 1956, and had an ofhice, a relephone number, and starutes thar
described the group’s goals, officers, membership requirements, and subcom-
mittees.” In 1956, the group sent a letter to Lydia Collazo and Ruth Reyn-
olds, a North American pacifist who had a long history of working in support
of Puerto Rican independence. Both she and Lydia Collazo belonged to the
American Commirtree for the Independence of Puerro Rico. (The government
convicted Ruth Reynolds of “advocating the violent overthrow of the U.S.
government” following the Ocrober 30 uprising in Puerto Rico, and sh:e served
eighteen months in jail in Puerto Rico.)™ They wrote in the letter, “We are
aware that your committee has the same goal as ours: r.h? inde?endence of
Puerto Rico. Let’s exchange publications. Here are some of ours.”7

The Argentine Association of Friends campaigned for the release of the
Nationalist prisoners and the independence of Puerto Rico. In 1956 and 1.9?7,
the association raised particular concerns regarding the health of Pedro Albizu
Campos and expressed the widely held fear that he might die in prison. In De-
cember 1956, the association wrote to Governor Mufloz Marin, insisting that
he release Albizu Campos, “due to [his] advanced illness . . . and his imminent
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death at any moment.”” The organization published the bulletin Puerts Rico
Libre and, in 1958, was planning its National Congress.”

In order to understand more specifically how the Nationalist Parey pro-
mated solidarity with its cause throughout Larin Ametica, we turn o the ac-
tivities of Carlos Padilla Pérez. Carlos Padilla Péres, selections of whose speech
open this chapter, was a student at the University of Puerto Rico when the
October 30 uprising occurred, He joined the revolt, was arrested, and was
jailed in the infamous La Princesa jail in San Juan from 1950 w0 May 1952,
along with many of the Nationalist prisoners. Upon his release, the National-
ist Parry assigned him to work in the party’s Secretariat of Foreign Relations,
a job he carried out during much of the 1950s. He was in Cuba in 1994 when
the Nationalists artacked the U.8. Congress. The Fulgencio Batista govern-
ment arrested and wried bim, but he was found not guilty. Nevertheless, he was
forced to leave Cuba, so he went to Cenrral America, He lefr Guaternala afier
the 1954 overthrow of the Arbenz governiment and traveled w0 South America
to conduct “an intense campaign in favor of the freedom of his homeland >77

During his “exile,” he worked as a journalist, which allowed him to acquire
“a deep knowledge of the problems of Latin America.” He built tes with
politicians in Ecuador; lived in Argenrina for many years, where he worked
closely with the Association of Friends of Puerto Rico; traveled to Chile to ralk
about the prisoners; wrote articles about Puerro Rico; spake in universities and
schools across the region; and published at least two books in Argentina to ed-
ucate his fellow Larin Americans about the colonial situation of Puerto Rico.™

In Ecuador, he worked closely with anti-imperialist politicians who spon-
sored a “Solidarity Agreement with the Peoples of Algeria and Puerto Rico”
in 1957. Displaying the sense of a shared trans—Tarin American iden tity that
characterized many of the regional statements in support of Puerto Rican in-
dependence, the document proclaimed, in its first point, thar “the Nation of
Puerto Rico has the total right to fight to constitute itself as an Independent
Republic and to reintegrate iwself into our family of sovereign Latin American
peoples.” Point 4 reflecred the imporrant role that Ecuador and, most likely,
other Latin American countries believed was available to the United Nations
in furthering this goal. It stared chat Puerto Rico had the right “to ask those
international bodies that they carry ot in the strictest manner possible the
Charter of the United Nations, which allows the people of Puerto Rico to
determine, free from any pressure, their sovereign futare.””

The proposed resolution elicited much support as well as serious reservations
from members of the Ecuadorean Parliament. Congressman Otto Arosemena
Gémez, as well as other congressmen, questioned whether the Feuadorean
Parliament could pass a bill that possibly contradicred the position of either
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the president or the chancellery, although he pointed out that he did not know
what their position was. Congressman Jorge Luna Yépez, one of the agree-
ments main advocates, affirmed the ties that Ecuadoreans have with Puerto
Ricans, who are “our brothers,” since they share the same “blood, tradition,
and culrure.” He then pointed out that the same parliamentary body had
previously passed resolutions in support of international events such as the
Bolivian Revolution. Luna Yépez reminded his fellow congressmen that they
had unanimously approved an agreement backing don Pedro Albizu Campos,
“the last of the Liberators of Hispanoamérica,” who now “lies in prison.” Con-
cluding that cthe House must take stances “consistc;?t with fohar it has done in
previous years,” he urged his co-parliamentarians "not to forget that [Puerro
Rico] is the last of the nations that speaks our fanguage, has the same legacy,
shares our cultture, {and] still lacks an independent government.” Therefore,
he concluded, “we who represent the Ecuadorean people” need to pass this
agresment, which should “encourage the Executive” to carry out a similar
action.?® The debate continued, with passionate argumenss for and against ic.
When the vote was taken, an “overwhelming majority” vored in favor of the

resolution.®

The agreement received widespread coverage in Ecuador and Puerro Ri-co
and throughour Latin America. £/ Siglo, the newspaper of the Communist
Party of Chile, published an article titled “Ecuadorean Dep‘uti‘es Supp?rtolnu
dependence for Puerto Rico.” It noted that this declaration “joins at this time
with the continental clamer of the most democratic voices, demanding a com-
plete amnesty for all the prisoners, persecuted and exiled, of the Movement for
the Liberation of Puerto Rice, ameng whom is Doctor Pedro Albize Campos.”
The article paid particular attention to the poor health of Albizu Campos,
“who was recently the object of a continental-wide homage, under the auspices
of the World Organization of Freedom, upon the celebration of his sixty-sixch
birthday, in prison.” The list of Chileans who signed the Manifesto in favor
of Puerto Rican independence included Clotario Blest, the labor leader who
subsequently contributed to the formation of t}}e Movement of the Re\vofu—
tionary Left (MIR); Salvador Allende, a leader of 1’.1’}6 Socialist Party a;}d furure
president of Chile; and Rafael Tarud, a senator from the Independent Left
party, among others.™

The ongoing imprisonment of the Puerto Rican Nationalist prisoners gen-
erated considerable concern and protests from politicians, activists, smden\[s,
and intellecruals across Latin America. In 1959, the Third National Confer-
ence of Socialist Youth held its meeting in Buenos Aires, The group passed
a Declaration that condemned the Free Associated State “as 2 disguise which
obscures the colonial regime thar exists in the Island.” It also demanded “the
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liberty of all imprisoned Puerto Rican patriots, among whom is found Dr.
Pedro Albizu Campos.”®

A delegation of Ecuadoreans was so concerned shour the fare of Puerto
Rico and the priseners thar they visited the island. Jorge Luna Yépez, “an
eminent jurist and head of the ARNE (Accién Revolucionario Nacionalista
Ecuatoriano) Movement” and “the author of the resolution on Puerto Rican
independence approved by the Ecuadorean Cémara de Dipurados,” said he
would not leave Puerto Rice “without hugging Pedra Albiza Carnpos.”®* The
Ecuadorean delegates were able to visit Pedro Albizu Campos in the Presbyte-
rian Hospiral in San Juan. Finding him in very peor heaith, “a human ruip,”
the four delegates began to sob, and one of the deputies was so upset he could
not artend a meeting following the visit; another sufered g heart attack, from
which he recovered sufficienty to return to Ecuador two days later.® The
delegates returned to Ecuador convinced that “Puerto Rico does not enjoy
sovereignty.”5

Hemispheric auention did not focus exclusively on Pedro Albizu Campos;
it also extended to Oscar Collazo, the Nationalist who had attacked Blair
House, where President Truman was staying in Washington, D.C, and who,
following his conviction in a U.S, cour, received the death penalty. The 1.S.-
based “Commirtee to Save the Life of Oscar Collazo” understood the impor-
tance of generating international opposition to his death sentence. At one
of the organization’s meetings, the group agreed to “ask the United Nations
to appeal to {President] Truman to commure the sentence,” They group also
decided to “send a letter to the Latin American diplomats in Washingron,
D.C., asking them o intercede with the North American Chief Execurive.”
A speaker at the meeting read two telegrams, one from Mexico and the other
from the University Alliance of Montevideo, Uruguay, sent to express the
senders’ backing of the goals of the event.¥

Many people throughour Latin America mobilized 1o save the life of Oscar
Collazo. The Committee to Save the Life of Oscar Collazo called on Puerto
Ricans to attend an event on July 10, 1952, a few weeks before he was sched-
uled to die. To encourage Collazo’s compatriots to ateend, the leaflet for the
event pointed out that “the call to save Qscar Collaza’s life is internarional.
Governmental entities, prominent personalities, workers” unions, and student
congresses in Argentina, Uruguay, Peru, San Salvader, Spain, Cuba, and orher
American nations have demanded that the President of the United States com-
mure his sentence.”® Both the Guaremalan and Uraguayan Congresses passed
resolutions supporting Collazo. The Mexican intellecrual and wricer José Vas-
concelos, a long-time supporter of the Nationalise Party, wrote an article in
favor of Collazo titled “Puerto Rico Is Spanish America ”®
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Believing that the death sentence was about to be carried out, the Uru-
guayan Group for the Freedom of Puerto Rico wrote to Collazo’s wife, Rosa,
offering her and her family their “deepest solidarity and spiritual presence . . .
on ithe eve of this painful event that will add a new name to the list of those
who have been sacrificed for the cause of a free and dignified Iberoamérica.”
The letter continued, “Oscar Collazo will not offer his life only [to impact] the
destiny of Puerto Rico, rather [his death will have an effect] on all the Ameri-
cans who carry out the same struggle in all the corners of the continent.”‘)f’ On
July 2.4, 1952, the death sentence was changed to life in prison as a resuli of “the
broad scope and the international suppert” that the campaign to save his life
had generated.” When the organization heard that the death penalty against
Oscar Collazo had been vacated, it sent Rosa Collazo a telegram welcoming
che decisian.” The Foreign Relations Secretariat of the Nationalist Party issued
a statement thanking all those who had contributed to saving “the precious life
of the patriot Oscar Collazo.” It particularly thanked “the Spanish American
nations [that] raised their voice regarding the life of this extraordinary man”®

During the 1950s and 1960s, the Nationalist prisoners were released gradu-
ally. Not wishing to have Albizu Campos die in jail and thus become a martyr,
Mufoz Marin pardoned him in November 1964, and he died in April 1965.
The four Nationalist prisoners who attacked the U.S. Congress and Oscar
Collazo remained prisoners undil the late 1970s. President Jimmy Carter ap-
proved Andres Figueroa Cordere’s release in 1978, when he was dying of can-
cer. Responding to national and international demands, most especially those
emanating from Latin America, Carter granted the remaining four National-
ists an unconditional pardon in 1979. Oscar Collazo was a political prisoner
in U.S. jails for twenty-nine years, making him, at the dme, the longest-held
political prisoner in the western hemisphere.

Conclusion

The Nationalist Parry drew on a common history of Spanish colonialism, a
shared sense of being Latin American, and a joint antipathy to U.S, imperial-
ism to build trans~Larin American solidarity with Puerto Rican independence
and anticolonial political prisoners. Further, it referenced a shared identity
based on a common language, culture, and religion. Latin American solidarity
was important to the Nationalist Party for two reasons. First, the Nationalist
Party considered Puerte Rico o be a part of Latin America and believed that
U.S. colonial rule wrongly prevented it from fully participating with its sister
republics of the hemisphere as a sovereign and equal member of the American
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family of nations. Latin Anterican solidarity with the Puerto Rican indepen-
dence movement affirmed this position by refecting the right of the United
States to colonize Puerto Rico. Second, the Nationalise Party knew that, in
fighting 1o end U.S. colonial rule, it was up against one of the most power-
ful nations on earth, if not the most powerful. To enhance the possibility of
achieving victory, it turned to supportive forces throughout the continent,
expecting that they could function as a counterweight ro the United States.

For many Latin Americans, in turn, colonized Puerto Rico was a powerful
symbaol of U.S. imperialism in the region. U.S. domination of Puerto Rico
clearly exposed the hollowness of the U.S. government’s claims to uphold de-
mocracy, human rights, and anticolonialism. Puerto Rico was a potent symbol
for progressive forces in Latin America because it resonared with a realicy they
shared, understood, and repudiated. Tt represented a particularly blatant ex-
ample of the hegemonic control thar the United States hoped o exert over the
entire continent. Because the chasm between the U.S. government’s portrayal
of irself and the colonial reality of Puerro Rico was so stark, independence for
Puerio Rico and freedom for the Nationalist prisoners were key demands of
democratic, lefiist, and anti-imperialist forces across the western hemisphere
during the 1950s.

The U.S. government understood thar irs colonization of Puarto Rico dis-
credited its claims to promotre democracy and human rights. In an effort to
conceal its relationship with Puerro Rico, the U.S. government worked with
Luis Mufioz Marin and the Popular Democratic Parry 1o (supposedly) end
Puerto Rico’s colonial starus. To that end, it created the legislative anomaly
of a Free Associated State—and proceeded to imprison those members of the
Nationalist Party who resisted its atrempts to mask colonialism behind the
facade of an elected Puerto Rican governor and a new name,

The 1950s are typically defined and viewed as a time of repression and US.
hegemony in the Americas; a period when anticommunist governments ruled
and lefrist and anti-imperialist voices were silenced. This chapter shows thar, as
with most totalizing appraisals of the past, the United States did not reign su-
preme; across the Americas, voices of solidarity spoke our against U.S. colonial-
ism. From Cuba to Ecuador to Argentina to Chile, Latin Americans protested
U.S. control in Puerto Rico and the imprisonment of the Nationalists. They
sent cables, wrote letters, and published articles demanding independence
for Puerto Rice and freedom for the Nationalist political prisoners. Laud-
ing Pedro Albizu Campos as “a symbol of the as yer unfree but indomirable
Latin America,” as Ernesto "Che” Guevara characterized him when he spoke
az the Unired Nations in 1964, they clamored for an end ro the deplorable and
inhumane conditions he suffered in jail, just as they worked to save the life
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of Oscar Collazo.?® And, in some cases, they succeeded. Oscar Collazo spent
cwenty-nine years in prison, but he did not die there. Latin American solidar-
ity, combined with support from many other people from around the world
and the work of anticolonial Puerro Ricans, helped to save his life, just as
it contribured to securing the release of other Nationalist political prison-
ers. And, in doing so, Latin Americans ioined with pro-independence Puerto
Ricans to defy U.S. imperialist attempts to convince the world chat Puerto
Rico was not a U.S. coleny and that those who were caprured fighring for its

independence were not political prisoners.
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