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PART I

The Fuel

1896 - 1898





CHAPTER 1

Morro Castle

Havana Cuba

The window in my prison cell was a blessing and a curse. It was a blessing each morning because I could see the golden rays of sunshine breach the dark, menacing outer walls of the Spanish castle and flood the courtyard with warmth and light.

It was a curse because I was a witness to the gruesome executions of Cuban rebels carried out by Spanish soldiers. Spain had controlled Cuba since the 1500s, using it primarily to supply the world’s unending hunger for sugar.

Yesterday morning, I watched as a Spanish firing squad executed six rebels. I swear one prisoner couldn’t have been older than fifteen. He was crying when they tied a blindfold around his head and fastened his hands behind his back, anchored securely to a wooden post.

Once the prisoners were secure, a detachment of twelve Spanish soldiers marched smartly into the courtyard, followed by an officer dressed in a crisp uniform of gold braid and brass buttons. After giving a few orders in Spanish, the soldiers came to attention and aimed their rifles at the rebels. For several minutes, quiet descended on the courtyard, and I could even hear a few birds chirping in the morning sunshine. With a one-word command, the twelve rifles erupted in a deafening blaze of gunfire.

The birds scattered, escaping to the freedom of the brightening skies along with the souls of five of the prisoners.

One prisoner, the boy, remained alive among the limp bodies. Apparently his small, skinny body evaded a lethal bullet. Although wounded, he continued to cry. The Spanish officer, hearing the whimpering boy, walked toward the body slumped at the base of the post. He removed his handgun from its leather holster, aimed and fired a single shot into the boy’s head. The whimpering stopped.

The detachment of executioners turned and marched from the courtyard as if merely completing a drill.

Some of the Cuban rebels in a nearby cell told me the executions happen at least once a month, sometimes more often, depending on the crowding of the prison. Designed to hold five hundred prisoners, the dark damp cells of Morro Castle now incarcerated more than three thousand desperate rebels.

As I watched the blood run down the wooden posts, a second group of prisoners was brought into the courtyard. They were tasked with unfastening the ropes and carrying the blood-soaked bodies over to a wagon where they were transported to a nearby mass grave outside of Havana.

The experience made me realize I may have gotten myself into more than I had bargained for when I pleaded with my editor to accept the rebel invitation to come to Cuba to see first-hand the brutality of the Spanish. Claiming I was not a spy as charged, but a twenty-two-year-old rookie American newspaper reporter wasn’t much of a defense.

My assignment as a reporter for the Florida Times-Union in Jacksonville was to write stories about Cuban rebels organizing smuggling rings in Florida cities. My contact in Jacksonville was a Cuban businessman who was staying at the St. James Hotel. During a lunch one day at the hotel, he described how rebels were collecting weapons and ammunition to send to Cuba in their struggle to overthrow Spanish rule.

My assignment did not go well from the start. Always interested in publicity in the United States to raise more money, the businessman had invited me to come along and follow the supplies from Jacksonville to Cuba. However, in two months pursuing the story, I barely survived the sinking of one blockade runner and then was captured by the Spanish on a second ammunition-laden vessel full of rebels. For the last three weeks, I’ve been sitting in Morro Castle, awaiting trial as a spy. All of this -- and I haven’t written a word yet for my newspaper back in Jacksonville.

As an American, I’m being treated like royalty, at least compared to my Cuban friends. I have my own cell, about eight-feet square, with a cot and a bucket. Granted I have an occasional rat scurry around me, but he generally keeps to his side of the cell. Each morning I throw him a piece of stale bread to keep him occupied. Most cells, the same size as mine, are occupied by ten or twelve Cuban rebels.

The Spanish officers hate correspondents almost as much as they disdain the Cuban rebels. For the last several months, American newspapers have been filled with stories about Spanish atrocities in Cuba. Not only are executions of rebels a regular occurrence, but the Spaniards have also launched a merciless campaign to deny the rebels food and shelter by burning the countryside. Whole villages have been leveled, and the residents are herded like sheep into concentration camps so they cannot offer support to the rebels.

In return, the rebels, also known as insurrectos, have launched a campaign to damage the economy of Cuba by destroying thousands of acres of sugarcane fields and harvesting equipment. This robs Spain of its lucrative trade revenue. The result is that the beautiful blue Caribbean skies over Cuba are frequently black with the smoke from fires raging across this impoverished country.

The newspaper stories about this on-going rebellion have fueled calls in Congress for action to support the rebels with arms and ammunition. After badgering my editor for weeks, he agreed to send me to Cuba to join a dozen other journalists, mostly from New York, who have descended on the island to tell the stories of the Spanish brutalizing the Cubans.

Jacksonville is one of the Florida cities where rebel supporters can openly buy weapons and smuggle them into Cuba on a variety of blockade runners, some seaworthy and some not. I should have purchased passage on a steamer at Key West headed for Havana, but I didn’t have the $25 fare, and my editor would not approve such an expense.

Shortly after the executions, a Spanish captain arrived at my cell, the same officer who supervised the execution. I assumed it was time for another interrogation. Each interrogation lasted more than two hours with interrogators repeating the same questions over and over as they tried to identify my collaborators. When the iron cell door opened, he smiled demonically and beckoned me with his finger. Knowing I had witnessed the execution earlier that morning, he said simply, “Your turn.”

I froze. My stomach knotted. The knees weakened.

“What do you mean ‘my turn’?” I asked, realizing he probably didn’t understand me.

When I refused to budge from my position in the corner, he ordered two guards to take me by the arms and drag me from the cell.

“You can’t do this. I’m an American. I have the right to a trial,” I protested, knowing how lame I sounded and how human rights mattered little on this island.

The captain laughed. That, in turn, prompted laughter from the two guards.

“Not today. But maybe soon,” he said in clipped English, as he directed the guards to take me down the hall.

At the end of the hall, one of the guards opened a massive wooden door that led to a stark room with a single oak table at the center and two chairs. After pushing me down into one chair, a guard attached shackles to my legs and arms and fastened them to a link in the floor.

“He is yours,” the captain growled and ordered one guard to remain in the room.

It was then that I noticed to whom he was talking. A woman stood beside the room’s single- barred window. Unlike my cell view, this window looked out over Havana Harbor, a beautiful scene since Morro Castle was located high on a rocky bluff. The castle guarded the entrance to the harbor for generations and witnessed many battles over the decades.

The lady, whom I guessed to be in in early thirties, was shapely, about my height, five-feet, seven-inches, with shiny black hair pulled tightly into a bun behind her head. She wore what I can only describe as an equestrian outfit. A tightly fitted black jacket, which enhanced her thin waist, was matched with billowy white jodhpurs ending in long tan leather riding boots. I quickly appraised her from head to toe but said nothing. Compared to my stark surroundings, she radiated beauty. I was immediately struck by her piercing dark eyes, olive complexion, full lips, and chiseled cheekbones. She was one of the most striking women I had ever seen.

Without a word, she walked across the room, took a chair opposite me at the table and proceeded to remove her leather gloves.

“So, you’re Robert Harrington? You look like hell,” she said with a smile. “But much better than most of the prisoners I’ve seen here. Your blue eyes still have a bit of sparkle to them.”

Self-consciously, I wanted to smooth down my bedraggled, sandy hair and straighten my stained khaki shirt, but the sound of the shackles reminded me of my restraints.

“If I had known I was going to have visitors, I would have tried to clean up a bit,” I said weakly, returning her smile.

“Mr. Harrington, my name is Barbara Masterson. I’m a reporter with the New York Journal. I’m here to write a feature about you for our readers.”

At first, her words didn’t make sense. How can a reporter, and a female reporter at that, simply walk into a Spanish prison and interview a prisoner as if it was just another feature assignment for one of the country’s most prominent newspapers. I knew the Spanish officers hated reporters, so why would they have given her permission?

“How is it that I’m in shackles and you’re able to walk freely around Havana?” I asked.

She laughed and held out one hand, rubbing her thumb across her fingertips. “Mr. Hearst is willing to pay big bucks to make sure his reporters gain access to their sources. He even bought me a horse so I can more easily get around the narrow Havana streets.

I knew William Randolph Hearst had recently entered the New York newspaper market with the purchase of the Journal. He was also spending lavishly on salaries to attract the best journalists including several from his prime competitor, the World, owned by Joseph Pulitzer. The two were engaged in an intense circulation war in New York.

“Do you know Fitzhugh Lee?” Masterson asked me.

I searched my memory, but came up empty, and my blank expression apparently told her all she needed to know.

“He’s the U.S. consul general in Havana, and I’d advise you to get to know him if you want to get out of here and accomplish anything while you’re on this island.”

“How’d you know I was even here?”

“Mr. Lee receives notification every time an American citizen is arrested in Havana. He knows I’m always interested in good feature stories, so he mentioned your name to me at dinner last night.”

“And the Spaniards just allowed a reporter to walk into a prison full of rebels so you could write a story?”

Masterson got up and walked around the room. She stopped near the remaining guard who had been left in the room. She whispered something in his ear, and, in a moment, he was unfastening the shackles from my legs and wrists.

“Money pays for some things, and feminine know-how does the rest,” she said flashing a gorgeous smile.

As I massaged my wrists, she sat down at the table again and pulled out a notebook from the generous pockets on her riding pants. “Now let’s get down to business. I only have thirty minutes, and we’ve already wasted too much of my allotted time.”

I quickly explained I was a rookie reporter who thought I could make a name for myself by writing about the Cuban revolution for the Jacksonville paper.

“Oh, yes, I know all about that,” she said interrupting me. “Your brother told me. I want to know what happened to you on your trip to Cuba.”

“Wait a minute. How’d you know my brother?”

“I’m sorry, I thought you knew. Your brother Tom is also a reporter at the Journal. He started about six months ago. I guess you two don’t stay in touch much.”

I had known my older brother was a reporter and columnist in Philadelphia, but knew nothing about his job in New York. Tom and I had a difficult relationship. He was brash and headstrong and was on a one-way crusade to journalistic success. He must have been attracted by Hearst’s high salary offers, I reasoned.

“We’ve both been pretty busy the last couple of months. I’m glad for him,” I said hoping that would end the last of the questions about my troubled family past.

“So, tell me about your exciting trip to Cuba?” Masterson asked impatiently.

“As a police beat reporter, I learned that the rebels were active in Jacksonville shipping arms to Cuba. I contacted their leader, and he agreed to allow me to go along on the next shipment. I was taken to a railroad yard on the outskirts of Jacksonville where two freight cars were loaded with all kinds of weapons. I was told the freight cars carried more than four hundred rifles, one thousand pounds of dynamite and two-hundred-thousand rounds of ammunition. Sometime after midnight, we were coupled to a train passing through the railyard. We didn’t stop until we got to the port of Fernandina, about thirty-five miles away. Before dawn, the weapons were loaded onto the sea-going tug, the Three Friends.”

“And did you get to meet Dynamite Johnny?” Masterson asked with enthusiasm in her voice.

“How’d you know about Dynamite Johnny?”

“He’s only the most famous blockade runner in Cuba. His real name is Johnny O’Brien, and he has been outmaneuvering Spanish gunboats for months. He’s already a legend in Havana.”

Feeling a bit sheepish, I admitted that I knew Johnny and, in fact, was allowed into the pilothouse during our trip.

“We were supposed to land our cargo at the mouth of the San Juan River in Puerto Principe Province. Just as we were lowering our cargo into a smaller boat to transfer it to shore, a Spanish gunboat showed up. A moment later, I heard a blast, and a shell came whizzing across our bow. We had to quickly raise the transfer boat out of the water and get underway. Johnny was cursing and swearing as he headed out to sea, when another Spanish gunboat arrived on the scene, and it, too, began to fire at us. That’s when Johnny gave the order to uncover the Hotchkiss on the deck. Do you know what a Hotchkiss is?” I asked rather hesitantly.

“Of course, I do. It’s a revolving cannon with a rotating barrel. Great gun.”

“Well, when he opened up with that gun, the shells started splintering the wood on those Spanish gunboats. The sailors dove for cover, and they quickly pulled away to get out of range. That gave us the opportunity to make our escape. We sped out of there and traveled for about an hour until we got to a place they called No Name Key. We found a quiet inlet where we hid until nightfall.”

Just then, the guard came forward and motioned that my visiting time was up.

“Un momento,” Masterson said, as she pleaded for more time and motioned me to hurry up my story.

“After nightfall, we traveled again to another location along the coast, but I couldn’t tell you exactly where. We managed to unload the weapons undetected. I departed the Three Friends and went ashore where we met about a dozen rebels. They loaded the weapons on wagons and proceeded along a dirt path until they came to an abandoned barn that had been partially burned. They told me they were going to rest for the night and then we would go to the rebel camp the next morning. I was exhausted and dropped off into a deep sleep. In the morning, I woke up to a commotion outside. When I walked out of the barn, it was surrounded by Spanish soldiers. The guns and the Cubans were long gone. Apparently, they were notified of the approaching column and quickly left with no one remembering to alert me. I was arrested and taken here.”

“That’s a fascinating story,” Masterson said, getting up from the table and putting her notebook away. “I’m sure our readers will love it. I’m guessing you will probably have a court hearing sometime in the next few weeks. I’ll make sure Consul Lee, or one of his representatives, attends.”

She walked around to my side of the table, leaned down, and gave me a gentle kiss on the cheek. “Keep the faith, sweetie,” she said before asking the guard to open the door, then disappearing down the long hallway.





CHAPTER 2

New York City

Tom Harrington found the office of Police Commissioner Theodore Roosevelt filled with boxes. He had a 1 p.m. appointment at police headquarters on Mulberry Street in lower Manhattan to interview the president of the New York City Police Commission. However, it was clear from the first moment he walked into the office that Roosevelt had other things on his mind. Roosevelt recently had been selected by newly elected President William McKinley to be assistant secretary of the Navy at a salary of $4,500 a year. The Senate approved the selection about a month after inauguration, and Roosevelt was expected to be in Washington as soon as possible.

Tom was given the choice assignment by his city editor at the New York Journal since he had distinguished himself as one of eight police reporters on the newspaper’s staff. Police beat reporters were among the newspaper’s most valuable writers because of the intense focus on crime stories and their impact on circulation Readers loved reading about the latest murder or robbery, and the Journal editors were driven to beat the other dailies in the city, especially the New York World. The two newspapers were neck-and-neck in a circulation war with the World leading the Journal by about 100,000 daily copies.

“Come in, Tom, have a seat,” Roosevelt bellowed from a corner of his office where he was transferring books from shelves to boxes. His secretary, who was also busy in another corner, stopped packing long enough to ask Tom whether he wanted coffee or water.

Tom knew Roosevelt because he had been one of the lucky reporters invited once to go along with the commissioner as he conducted one of his undercover tours of the city to monitor police operations and its thirty thousand officers. Tom was always struck by Roosevelt’s demeanor. A human pinball, he seemed to be in perpetual motion as he bounced around his office. Even while sitting at the desk, his hands were in constant motion sorting papers.

“I’ve got about twenty minutes. What would you like to talk about?” Roosevelt asked, coming back to his cluttered desk and plopping down in a leather swivel chair. He gave Tom one of his famous smiles with a mouthful of pearly white teeth that reminded him of piano keys.

After his teeth, Tom noticed Roosevelt’s robust appearance. He wasn’t a particularly tall man, a good six inches shorter than Tom’s six-foot frame, but he was solidly built perhaps because of his days as a cowboy in the Dakota terrotories. In some respects, Tom agreed with newspaper caricatures of Roosevelt as a fire plug with arms.

“Well, sir, I would like to talk about what you consider to be your chief accomplishment in your two years as police commissioner,” Tom answered.

“That’s simple,” Roosevelt said with a twinkle in his blue eyes beneath his Pince-nez eyeglasses. He removed his glasses, which perched on the edge of his nose, and leaned back in his chair. “Cleaning up the corruption in the police force has been my greatest accomplishment. You rode around town with me. You know we got rid of the crooked cops. When I assumed the position, the New York police force was utterly demoralized by the gangrene in this department. Of course, I had a difficult time initially because I was but one of four commissioners. Although I am president of the police board each of the commissioners have veto power over my proposals. If I had been a single-handed commissioner, with absolute power, I could have accomplished almost all that I desire.”

The Journal’s previous stories had documeneted that Roosevelt, as an undercover commissioner, traveled the streets after midnight to check on various officers who were supposed to be on duty. He found some officers fast asleep in alleys while others were discovered drunk in taverns and nightclubs. He had earned a reputation in New York as a reformer but also was a target of frequent threats. On one occasion, a letter-bomb was waiting for Roosevelt when he came to work. Had it not been intercepted by police staff, it could have seriously injured or perhaps killed the commissioner.

“Despite the threats against my life, we were able put an end to sleeping on the job. Those midnight rambles were great fun,” said Roosevelt, picking up a paperweight in the shape of the Statue of Liberty. “Need a souvenir?” he asked Tom.

“No, sir, but thank you. You might need that in Washington. It’s my understanding there’s a lot of paper there.”

Roosevelt laughed and ran his hand through his reddish-brown hair. “I’m sure there is a lot of bureaucracy there,” Roosevelt said, “but if I can clean up the New York City Police Department, I shouldn’t have much of a problem with those pencil pushers in Washington.”

Roosevelt picked up a pencil from out of his desk drawer, grasped it firmly in the fingers of his right hand and snapped it into two parts with his thumb and forefinger. “Put that in your article,” Roosevelt laughed again. “Those pencil pushers don’t stand a chance.”

“I’m sure you’re aware, sir, that some folks are questioning your qualifications to be the assistant secretary of the Navy. They say it’s merely a political appointment because you really have no naval experience.”

Tom could see Roosevelt’s expression darken. He leaned across the desk, fingering his mustache again, as if trying to keep his temper.

“Nonsense. That’s rubbish,” Roosevelt said punching his fist into his other hand. “I know what’s needed in the Navy Department. Building our naval force is one of the most important things we can do as a nation. This country is entering a new century in which we must be prepared for all possibilities including conflict with old imperial powers like Spain. It is through strife, or the readiness for strife, that a nation can win greatness. No national life is worth having if the nation is not willing, when the need shall arise, to stake everything on the supreme sacrifice of war.”

Tom was scribbling furiously to get Roosevelt’s quote down. While he was finishing the notes, Roosevelt got up from his desk and started going through one of the boxes in the corner of his office. He pulled out a copy of “The Naval War of 1812.”

“I wrote this book when I was only twenty-three years old,” the thirty-seven-year-old Roosevelt said as he gave it to Tom. “I think I know more about naval operations than any number of admirals who captain a desk in Washington,” he bellowed.

He opened the cover of the book, autographed it and pushed it across the desk to Tom. “Take this with you for background information. You’ll learn I know a great deal about our navy. If only people who are ignorant about our navy could see those great warships in all their majesty and beauty, they would realize how necessary they are to uphold the honor of America.”

Because it was clear Roosevelt was passionate about the subject, Tom decided to press on with him.

“So do you think our navy will be involved in a conflict with Spain over Cuba?”

For the first time, Roosevelt stopped his incessant movement and looked Tom squarely in the face.

“After I thoroughly assess the situation, I will be sharing my thoughts with President McKinley,” Roosevelt said. “In the meantime, I will be a vigorous advocate of preparing our forces for any eventuality. If it’s necessary to send our forces into Cuba, I guarantee you the United States Navy will be ready for the job.”

Roosevelt pulled a gold pocket watch from his vest and flipped open the cover.

“I must be going,” he said abruptly. “I’ve got an important meeting with the mayor to go over remaining tasks for my replacement.” He stuck out his meaty hand with a word of advice.

“You know, Tom, you ought to think about coming to Washington. All the action is going to be happening there in the coming months. I can probably talk with WR about making a change in assignment if you’d like.”

Tom knew Roosevelt was referring to William Randolph Hearst, the new owner of the Journal. He had never considered becoming a member of the Journal’s Washington bureau, but the idea suddenly intrigued him, especially if it gave him access to Roosevelt, who he was convinced would be a national newsmaker. In a flash, he could see the prospect of more front-page bylines in his future. He was getting tired of covering murders, anyway.

“That would be grand, Mr. Roosevelt. I’d love to go to Washington. Where are you going to be living?” Tom asked, scouting for housing possibilities.

“Well, my wife, Edith is pregnant so she and our children will be remaining at Sagamore Hill. I intend to accept an offer to stay in the home of Senator Lodge,” Roosevelt said. “Should I see if he has an extra room for you?”

Tom laughed. “No, sir, Mr. Roosevelt, although it would be interesting to listen to the two of you discuss world affairs.” Tom knew Lodge was one of the most influential Republicans in Washington and shared many of Roosevelt’s opinions about a strong navy.

“Well I’ll be delighted to help if you need my assistance with housing,” Roosevelt said.

When Tom got back to the newsroom, he sat down and began typing up his interview. He decided to write a story, based on Roosevelt’s comments regarding his biggest accomplishment during his two years as commissioner. However, when he turned his story into his city editor, Chuck Kroeger, his heart sank when he saw Kroeger’s expression turn dark. He handed the copy back to Tom.

“This story is garbage,” Kroeger barked at Tom. “Punch it up a bit. Roosevelt’s accomplishments are old news. We’ve covered it before. Remember, you work for a NEWSpaper,” he said, emphasizing the first syllable, “so give me something new,” he growled.

Disappointed, Tom returned to his desk. After reviewing his notes for a few minutes, he decided to focus on Roosevelt’s comments regarding building the Navy to meet future possible international conflicts. It wasn’t until the third paragraph that he mentioned the Spanish situation in Cuba.

Kroeger took the copy and read it quickly. He then turned to his typewriter and pounded out a new lede, or opening paragraph. He grabbed his glue pot and pasted the new lede over the top of Tom’s original copy. He finished marking up the copy with his red pencil, growling and muttering to himself all the time. He spiked the copy and called for the copy boy to send it down to the composing room to be typeset for the morning edition.

The next morning, Tom was astonished to find his first front-page, bylined story above the fold. The headline read:

“Roosevelt predicts conflict with Spain.”





CHAPTER 3

Key West Florida

Iwas never so glad to get back to U.S. soil as I was when I stepped off the steamer in Key West. I had been held by Spanish authorities for more than a year and witnessed many more executions in the castle courtyard.

Consul General Fitzhugh Lee was my biggest champion, repeatedly sending requests to Spanish authorities to either release me or conduct a hearing on the charges against me. Nothing happened until a change in command occurred, brought on by the assassination of the prime minister in Spain. Spanish General Valeriano Weyler, who had received the nickname “The Butcher,” was replaced. The new prime minister had named General Ramon Blanco to command the more than two hundred thousand Spanish troops in Cuba. The change in commanders resulted in a halt to the courtyard executions and a scheduling of a date for my hearing.

By the time I was dragged into the Spanish courtroom, I had lost nearly thirty pounds from my one-hundred-and-sixty-pound frame, sported a long straggly beard, and had numerous bruises and cuts on my legs and arms from the shackles. The military judge listened to the prosecutor read the charges. Since it was in Spanish, I didn’t have a clue how they determined I was a spy.

At the conclusion of reading the charges, the judge asked Lee whether he would like to speak on my behalf. Lee, who did not speak Spanish, rose from his chair and addressed the court. An interpreter from the consulate translated for the judge. A former Confederate general, Lee took command of the situation and didn’t hesitate to criticize the charges which he called ridiculous. He told the judge there was absolutely no evidence that I was providing information to Cuban rebels or supplying them with arms since neither was discovered upon my arrest.

The judge, perhaps being more lenient now that he had a new more liberal commanding officer, agreed with Lee. He dismissed the charges, but ordered me expelled from Cuba.

Within hours I was escorted to the dock in Havana where I boarded a commercial passenger steamer headed for Key West. Before the steamer left the dock, Lee came aboard. He gave me my mail which had been accumulating at the consulate office while I was imprisoned. The Spanish insisted I be held incommunicado.

One large envelope contained a copy of the story Barbara had written about my interview in prison. A page one story in the Journal portrayed me as an heroic war correspondent who had risked his life to cover the Cuban rebels fighting Spanish repression. I didn’t consider myself to be a war correspondent as I had yet to write a single word about the war, and there was certainly nothing heroic about me being captured. The note from Barbara attached to the newspaper clipping thanked me for the interview and wished me success in my journalism career. She asked me to contact her via the New York Journal if there was anything she could do to help me upon my release.

A second letter was postmarked a week after Barbara’s letter and was from my boss at the Florida Times Union in Jacksonville. After reading the Journal’s story, my editor told me my services were no longer needed. Undoubtedly peeved that I hadn’t written a word for the Jacksonville paper in more than a year, I knew he couldn’t afford correspondents with my lack of productivity. I’m sure my editor was mad that a New York paper received more information about my time in Cuba than he had.

I was unemployed and broke in Key West.

A third letter was from my brother, Tom, who also had read about my unfortunate fate since he was also a reporter with the Journal. He, too, told me he would do anything he could to help me get on my feet again. However, he didn’t think I had much of a chance to land a new job in journalism since my first job in Jacksonville hadn’t produced many clips to impress editors. I decided I wouldn’t ask him for anything because I was determined to sink or swim on my own.

Tom departed our Palatka, Florida, home when I was still in high school and left me to take care of both our parents until their deaths in a fire. Our rural home burned to the ground while I was working one night at the newspaper in Jacksonville. Tom, who had just started his job in Philadelphia, said he couldn’t get the time off to come to Florida. From that date on, I wanted nothing to do with my brother.

As I was wandering down the Key West dock, I spotted a familiar face – that of Dynamite Johnny. With his snow-white hair and mustache, his weather-beaten face was easy to pick out from among the sailors who thronged Key West. The bustling town was not only an important destination for commercial vessels, but also for the U.S. Navy, which had an important base nearby.

When I approached Johnny, he didn’t recognize me at first. Who could blame him? I hadn’t shaved and looked like a skeleton in my loose-fitting rags.

“Hi, there,” I said attempting to start a conversation. Chomping on a cigar, he was supervising the loading of cargo onto the Three Friends. He eyed me suspiciously and merely nodded toward me.

“You probably don’t remember me, but I’m the reporter you took on one of your trips to Cuba more than a year ago. You nearly blew a Spanish patrol boat out of the water.”

The old Irishman looked at me closely as if trying to remember the trip. Then he smiled.

“Yes, my boy. I do remember ya. You were fool enough to get off my boat. I heard they captured you and threw your sorry ass in jail. Fortunately, they didn’t get the guns. I saw something about you in the Journal. Mighty fine article.”

Relieved, I returned the smile. “The Spaniards just released me, and I’m in need of a job.”

Johnny stroked his white beard a few times and pointed down the street. “If you saunter over to that there hotel, you’ll find a gaggle of correspondents hanging out at the bar. I know a few of them need runners.”

“What’s a runner?” I asked. “I don’t think I can run very fast, given my year in a Spanish prison.”

Johnny laughed. “It’s easy for those correspondents to travel to Havana, but they can’t get out of the city to cover the rebels. The Spaniards are guarding all the major roads, and, as you know, if they catch correspondents outside the city limits, they will arrest them. So, the result is you get correspondents sitting at bars in Havana or here in Key West who simply make up stories about the rebel battles and victories. Every time I dock, they ask me questions about the rebels even though I haven’t been anywhere near the action. Why I know one correspondent who wrote a story that the rebels were about to take Havana. It was pure fiction designed to get a headline and a byline.”

I looked at Johnny incredulously. “So how does a runner solve that problem?”

“Well, some of the bigger newspapers are getting their own dispatch boats. These are speedy boats that can outrun the Spanish patrol boats They drop off correspondents like I dropped you off. If they’re lucky, they make it to the rebel camps where they write their stories based on actual events. They then give the stories to runners to get back to the dispatch boats that meet them at a designated location and time. At first, they used Cuban kids as runners, but many of them just ran to the Spaniards who paid more for the information. Now they’ve wised up and are looking for motivated Americans.”

The idea caused me to involuntarily shudder. “You remember, don’t you that I just got out of a Spanish prison. If I’m captured a second time, I probably wouldn’t be released until I’m ready to retire.”

Johnny was distracted for a moment by one of the laborers struggling to get a crate loaded onto his boat.

“I could give you one of these jobs as a stevedore if you’d like, but I don’t think you could handle that in your present condition. If you get thrown by a horse, some people dust themselves off and get right back on. Others walk away and are afraid of horses for the rest of their lives. I guarantee you I’ve had many situations in which those damned Spaniards have nearly blown up my boat. But I keep going back to Cuba because I don’t want them to win. If I lose, I’m going to go down fighting.”

I could see where Johnny was going. “You and I aren’t cut from the same cloth, Johnny.”

“Bullshit,” Johnny yelled at me. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re still a young man. You quit and walk away from this challenge; you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

Within an hour, I was in the hotel lobby asking the correspondents whether anyone needed a runner. That’s when I was introduced to Mark O’Donnell, one of the more famous correspondents covering Cuba. He was employed by the New York World and was planning a trip back to Cuba as soon as the newspaper’s newly finished dispatch boat arrived in Key West in about two weeks.

O’Donnell was glad to find someone to be his runner, someone who had some previous newspaper experience. He wanted an assistant who could join him in the field and take notes that could supplement his own reporting. “Four eyes are better than two,” he told me.

Sealing the deal was his offer to put me up at the hotel until the dispatch boat arrived in Key West giving me time to put on some weight and regain my lost strength.

Despite my better judgment, I was headed back to Cuba.







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE ROOSEVELT
CONSPIRACY

ANovel

DANIEL DUNDON





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE
ROOSEVELT
CONSPIRACY

ANOVEL






