
 

 

Where was the 
base? This was a 
trickier question 
than might first 
appear. 

http://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/a-useful-corner-of-the-world-guantnamo


 

 

American 
politicians had 
long dreamt of 
annexing Cuba. As 
Cuban diplomat 
Manuel Sanguily 
wrote to a friend, 
“Now that they 
have seen 
Guantánamo, they 
will never 
renounce their 
control over it.” 



 

 

 US forces hoist the American flag at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, June 12, 
1898. 

Front-page New York Times article announcing the beginning of US 
combat against Spain in Cuba. 



 

 

“War map” from 1898, featuring Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. 
By the 1890s, US policymakers were seeking strategically-positioned 
territories for military bases and coaching stations in the Caribbean and 
Asia. 



 

 

The lease’s terms 
were ambiguous 
from the start. 
Cuba retained 
“ultimate 
sovereignty,” but 
the United States 
exercised 
“complete 
jurisdiction and 
control.” 



 

 

Dissenting in a 1901 
Supreme Court 
decision, Justice 
Melville Weston 
Fuller warned that if 
the United States 
acquired territory 
within sovereignty,” 
Congress would 
retain the power “to 
keep it, like a 
disembodied shade, 
in an intermediate 
state of ambiguous 
existence for an 
indefinite period.” 

“Colonies must be 
obtained and 
planted, in order 
that no useful 
corner of the 
world may be 
overlooked or left 
unused.” 
- Woodrow Wilson, 1907. 

 



 

 

1908 postcard of a US naval encampment at Guantánamo Bay. The 
failure of the United States to build up the base raised questions about 
whether it was worth possessing it at all. 



 

 

The U.S.S. Little Rock CL 92 with the 8th Fleet at Guantánamo Bay, early 
May 1946. During World War II, the US built Gitmo into a major naval 
training center, convoy hub, and the second-busiest port in the Western 
Hemisphere, after New York. 



 

 

The base acquired 
the nickname 
Gitmo, from the 
Navy call signal 
GTMO. Sailors 
boasting of their 
access to 
economically 
vulnerable Cuban 
women jested that 
it was not called 
“git’ mo” for 
nothing. 



 

 

American families set up a backyard picnic at Guantánamo Bay. By the 
1950s, American residents on the base enjoyed many of the consumer 
amenities that characterized suburban life in the mainland US. 

“Guantanamo Bay 
is in effect a bit of 
American 
territory, and so 
will probably 
remain as long as 
we have a Navy.” 
- Rear Admiral Marion E. Murphy, 

1953. 



 

 

US guards examining Cuban base workers, 1960. Gitmo depended 
heavily on Cuban workers, and suspected them of stealing base supplies 
and aiding the Cuban revolution. 



 

 

Once in power, 
Castro harvested 
rich rhetorical 
resources from 
the base, which he 
called “a dagger 
plunged into the 
heart of Cuban 
soil.” 



 

 

American base personnel mark the dry pipeline they have 
disconnected from Cuban water supplies, following Castro’s cutting off 
of the base’s water in 1964. 



 

 

A danger sign alerts passersby of US-
planted mines outside Gitmo. By the mid-
1960s, the minefield rimming the base was 
the largest in the world. 

By the mid-1960s, 
the base was not 
entirely a part of 
Cuba. The US 
Navy had 
surrounded it with 
a minefield that 
would soon 
contain over 
50,000 mines 
spread over 700 
acres: the largest 
minefield in the 
world. 



 

 

Gitmo’s dual Northeast gate, 1969. Cold War antagonism between the 
US and Cuba led American authorities to fortify the base and close it off 
from the rest of the island. 



 

 

Top-ranking 
diplomats and 
Navy 
commanders told 
the New York 
Times they 
regarded the base 
as a “declining 
asset.” One high-
ranking official in 
the Reagan 
administration 
called it “an 
obsolete military 
facility.” 



 

 

Then a new use 
for the base was 
discovered: the 
storage of people. 
By July 1992, 
nearly 37,000 
Haitian and Cuban 
refugees were 
confined in 
makeshift tent 
cities ringed with 
barbed wire. 



 

 

Refugee tent-city at Gitmo. By 1994, the base held nearly 37,000 
Haitian and Cuban refugees who had been intercepted by the US 
Coast Guard as they escaped oppressive conditions. 



 

 

Haitian refugees imprisoned at Gitmo. Concerned with the political 
implications of large-scale Haitian immigration for his re-election, the 
George H. W. Bush administration directed escapees to Gitmo, where 
they protested harsh conditions and slow asylum processing. 



 

 

If the US Constitution did 
not extend to the base, 
Judge Sterling Johnson 
cautioned, the US 
government would 
possess unchecked 
authority “to take, 
kidnap, or abscond” with 
a group of people and 
“keep them there 
indefinitely while there 
has been no charge 
leveled against them and 
there is no light at the 
end of the tunnel.” 
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