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Prologue



Vince Houghton


I lived in Miami continuously from 1978 until I left for college in the fall of 1994.1 After that, I lived in Miami off and on for the next decade—for a time after I got out of the army, and then again before I left for grad school. Even during the years I spent elsewhere, I always worked my way back to Miami multiple times a year. Certainly for the major holidays, but also random visits to see my parents and my friends. If my memory serves, in the two-plus decades after I left for college, I missed Thanksgiving in Miami only twice: during basic training in 1997 and when I was deployed to the Balkans in 1998. Every other year I dutifully braved the insanity of holiday travel stupidity and schlepped southward.


I kept traveling every year until 2016. I had traveled a lot that year. Far more than normal. This included a trip the week before Thanksgiving. I’d had enough of airports and living out of a suitcase. After all, what could possibly happen that would make it worth yet another day of packing? Another fruitless search for convenient airport parking? Another security line? Another flight?


Fidel Castro died the day after Thanksgiving 2016.i


I had two immediate feelings when I first heard the news: (1) a sense of severe disappointment—I was going to miss the greatest party in the history of Miami. The feeling of FOMO was overwhelming; and (2) an acute sense of fear—would all my Cuban friends and their families be leaving now to reclaim their lost property? The Beard was dead. I had been told since I was little that once Fidel was gone, Cuba could be free. Cuba would be free.


To this day I’m still annoyed I missed the celebration of Castro’s death. I might never get over this. But the fear of a mass exodus of the Cuban community from Miami was quickly forgotten. Although Fidel Castro was dead, the Cuban government and its repressive policies remained. During his long life, Fidel had successfully entrenched within the Cuban regime his ideological mix of Marxism-Leninism, authoritarianism, and nationalism, with a dash of egomaniacal narcissism.2 His death changed nothing.


Years earlier, Fidel had ceded power to his brother, Raúl, who promised some reform, but delivered very little. Now, a member of a younger generation leads Cuba—someone who wasn’t even alive when Fidel first came to power. But, so far, the Miguel Díaz-Canel regime has been business as usual. Cuba is still Cuba.


And the Castro ideology continues to metastasize throughout Latin America and the Caribbean. In some nations, it presents a minor nuisance, a political insurgency that shouldn’t be ignored, but has no real power. In other countries, such as Venezuela, the power of the Fidel Castro acolytes is absolute.


Unlike my coauthor, I am not of Cuban heritage. My family was not displaced by the Castro revolution. The first Houghtons in the US came over in the early seventeenth century. I am not directly part of this story. Instead, I’m trying to approach this topic from the lens of an intelligence historian. I’m trying to tackle this issue from the perspective of American national security, foreign policy, espionage, and military power.


I’d like to say this makes me more objective, and less likely to allow personal feelings to interfere with my analysis. But who am I kidding? I grew up in Miami. The Cuban refugee experience is interwoven into who I am today. I cannot pretend I’m not biased. I promise you, I am.


But that doesn’t mean this history should be ignored or dismissed (as it has been, up to this point). This story is an integral part of the narrative of the Cold War. And it continues to play an essential (and at times, absolutely bonkers) role in the understanding of current American foreign policy. It’s not just the story of a city. It’s a story of America.


Footnote


i Dozens of rumors of Castro’s death had made their way to Miami over the years. Most of us had learned to take them with a grain of salt. But this time, it was for real.


2















Introduction



Would you be willing to indulge us for a moment? We’d like to engage in a brief thought experiment.


If we polled one hundred moderately educated people—perhaps on a college campus, or at an academic conference—and asked them to name the cities they most associate with the Cold War, what would the most common answers be?


It’s likely we would get a lot of Washingtons, Moscows, Berlins, and Beijings.


If there were some intelligence historians in the crowd, we could hear some Viennas, Londons, possibly a Paris here or there.


Maybe some military buffs would be among the polled, and we would have a Saigon, a Pyongyang, or a Kabul sprinkled in.


But would anyone say Miami? Before you picked up this book, would you have?


Not very likely. Miami’s role in the Cold War has been woefully understudied by the academic community, and consequently underrepresented in much of the existing literature written on Cold War history.


Don’t believe me? Just grab any mass-market Cold War history off the bookshelf. Now open it to the index and look for Miami. We’ll wait.


Not much to see, is there? With very few exceptions, Miami is not part of the broader narrative. And even in those few books that take the time to include Miami, the story of the city’s role in the Cold War is presented as tangential, not primary. There’s a lot of “a force of Cubans from Miami landed at the Bay of Pigs,” and then… nothing.


For most, Miami conjures up images of sun-soaked beaches and cocktails, a tropical playground complete with fancy cars, massive boats, and fast living. It’s been dubbed the “Magic City,” a nod to its enchanting beauty and tropical charm. But everybody knows that while enchanting and charming, magic is also an art of sleight of hand and trickery, creating a world where nothing is as it seems. And throughout its history, Miami has had plenty up its sleeves.


Miami is a city that over the decades has grown from the tension between the law and lawlessness. It was built by vices: intoxicating liquors, narcotics, and yes, even a glitzy TV show with cops in Ferraris. While Miami Vice—through the adventures of Crockett and Tubbs—launched the city into the nation’s imagination as a paradise built on a seedy, crime-ridden foundation, Al Capone and swarms of enterprising rumrunners helped write that script in real life far before the 1980s, and before Tony Montana decided to get creative with power tools in a Miami Beach bathtub.


Miami has also been shaped by significant events throughout the Western Hemisphere—political, economic, and natural. Calle Ocho, Little Havana (which is now largely populated by Central Americans), Little Haiti… the city is a patchwork of the region, and is a reflection of the geography, culture, and struggles that challenged the countries many left behind. Wars and revolutions helped swell the population of Miami. Many came to the city to flee these events. Others came with the intent of influencing them.


Miami’s formative years were shaped by its role as a clandestine battleground for intelligence, and the city’s growth closely paralleled the growing need for information as threats became more imminent. As the only major American city with a direct line of sight to both Latin America and Europe, its powerful undercurrents of burgeoning criminal enterprise, passionate political intrigue, extensive international influence, and exorbitant wealth made Miami a capital of secrets. Those secrets had people sworn to protect them. And others equally dedicated to revealing them. The city became not only a backdrop to the struggle between these players, but also a major character itself in a complex drama with impacts far beyond the city limits.


The city was built by those who were there to keep tabs on our adversaries. The city was built by those gathering information to help the United States maintain its national defense. The Miami of today was built by the need for strategic and tactical intelligence, to warn American leaders of an impending attack, or to help them win when war became the only remaining option. And it was built by those focused on keeping illicit organizations at bay.


Miami is a city built by spies.


At its heart, this is a book about a place—a city both its authors call home. But how we both got here is emblematic of the theme of the book. One of our families came due to a world at war. The other, because a revolution upended his family’s lives and threatened their very existence. But this isn’t just our story. It’s the story of so many of our fellow Miamians. This city’s population growth and economic expansion are deeply tied to its unique geography and culture, but also to decades of fighting America’s battles and stealing others’ secrets to protect the American Dream.


And we aren’t talking about the transplants from New England, New York, and New Jersey. They went to Boca Raton, West Palm Beach, Mar-a-Lago, Jupiter.


The spies moved to Miami.
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In the Apostle’s Footsteps


A crowded room of workers sat mesmerized. Despite a full day of labor, they delayed heading home that evening. They all were there for the same reason: to hear the words of the eloquent, well-dressed man who was speaking. He, like them, had left their beloved island home of Cuba, and had spent years in the United States yearning to go back. He knew exactly what they were going through and spoke of their shared understanding. He had lived the immigrant experience of being surrounded by people and yet feeling utterly alone. Of feeling uprooted, of living a life he called “flavorless”—he knew the unrelenting yearning for home.


But this was a meeting filled with hope, a fundraiser for an organization that was working toward freeing Cuba. He spoke of their homeland that was falling to pieces, and how they needed to bring what was being created in exile back to the island. They all left inspired, full of hope that their contributions to the greater cause would help hasten freedom in Cuba, maybe next year, but definitely by the turn of the century. The year was 1891. That man was a poet named José Martí. And there’s no way to truly understand the Cuban exiles in Miami who suffered the same experience decades later without understanding a bit about his story first.


José Martí is an absolutely central figure in Cuba; he is referred to as the “Apostle” of Cuban independence. Cuba had been a Spanish colony of strategic importance since the age of galleons, but in the 1800s the Spanish Empire had been splintered into various new republics, and independence movements swept through the colonies. Cuba had fought two separate wars of liberation against Spain, and Martí’s efforts were in support of a third, and hopefully decisive, war of independence. He gave voice to Cuba as an independent country and to the concept of Cuban identity in a way that had never been heard before. This helped to galvanize Cubans, and still does today. He was a prolific writer, poet, political philosopher, essayist, and orator, producing soaring verses and eloquently speaking on behalf of the Cuban cause. He also created a blueprint for building support for Cuba within the United States, particularly among the growing Cuban exile communities who fled violence on the island. Years later, when a new group of exiles fleeing Castro’s revolution were displaced to the United States, their efforts were clearly inspired by, and often modeled after, those of Martí.


Martí recognized that the exile community was sizeable and, if channeled, could be a significant resource in support of change on the island. He spent years in the United States organizing, fundraising, educating, and planning for a free and independent Cuba. Martí organized the Partido Revolucionario Cubano, or Cuban Revolutionary Party (PRC), establishing clubs in cities with concentrations of Cubans and Cuban sympathizers throughout the US and the Caribbean. He was a tireless organizer and his efforts bore considerable fruit. By November 1894, the PRC had 126 clubs in eighteen cities, including sixty-two in Key West, fifteen in Tampa, eleven in New York, seven in Mexico, six in both Philadelphia and Jamaica, three in New Orleans, and clubs in Atlanta, Chicago, Boston, Santo Domingo, and Panama.1 One of the key purposes of these clubs was to raise funds for what he and many others saw as an inevitable and justified war for Cuban independence.


Martí penned a document that encapsulated the guiding principles of the effort to free Cuba. Called the Montecristi Manifesto (it was signed in Montecristi, Dominican Republic), it explained the current situation in the sweeping prose Martí is known for:




The war… is not merely a pious longing to give full life to the nation that, beneath the immoral occupation of an inept master, is crumbling and losing its great strength both within the suffocating motherland and scattered abroad in exile. The war of independence in Cuba… is a far-reaching human event and a timely service… to the stability and just interaction of the American nations and to the still unsteady equilibrium of the world.2





In the early days of the Castro regime, and as more and more Cubans fled to Miami, these words had a familiar echo. The beloved homeland under the thumb of an inept master, families and loved ones scattered in exile. And Martí’s mention of the “still unsteady equilibrium of the world” rang as true in the age of the Cold War as it did in 1895.i


Martí himself also planned and participated in what was already a time-honored tradition in Cuban liberation efforts: clandestine maritime incursion into Cuba from the United States. It had been used multiple times in previous wars of independence from Spain. In January 1895, he masterminded a plan to use three vessels to smuggle weapons and ferry hundreds of fighters to support the Cuban cause. The “Fernandina Plan,” named for the embarkation point of Fernandina Beach in northeast Florida, was a complete failure. One of the main challenges was that these expeditions ran counter to one of the oldest laws of the United States: the Neutrality Act, which was passed under George Washington and remains largely unchanged. The Neutrality Act prohibits private individuals from launching any hostilities against a country with which the US is at peace. This impeded Martí’s incursion attempt and would prove troublesome to others looking to support another Cuban liberation movement later in this story.


Undeterred, Martí and senior revolutionary leaders eventually found other means of transportation and landed in Cuba in February. Three months after landing back in Cuba, on May 19, 1895, Martí would lose his life on the battlefield in one of the first skirmishes of the war. When Cuba raised its flag as an independent country in 1902, Martí’s sacrifice would be an inspiration to a new island nation: he took his place as the country’s founding father.


So when later Cuban exiles began arriving in Miami in the early 1960s, looking to mount an effort based in the United States to free their country from a government antithetical to their beliefs, they didn’t have to look very hard for inspiration. What began to take place among Cuban exiles in Miami—organizing in the US for the cause of Cuban liberty—wasn’t new. It was woven into the fabric of Cuban history. It’s very easy to see how they could have viewed their effort as an echo of their beloved country’s origin story, one that was taught to schoolchildren across Cuba. It would be a bit like an American being asked to cross the Delaware or participate in a fight on Bunker Hill—the echoes are unmistakable. This was also a history that was still in relative infancy: the country gained its formal independence at the turn of the twentieth century, which was still in living memory. With all of this in mind, one can understand how many forced to flee to Miami could have envisioned themselves as patriots called upon by destiny to retrace Martí’s steps and organize stateside to regain Cuba’s freedom.


Cockpit of Jealousies


One potentially corrosive element of Martí’s instructive experience in the United States was the glory he received as the primary organizer of the effort that eventually secured freedom for Cuba. It would be speculative to assume motivations of those leaders inspired by Martí’s example, and this in no way diminishes the desire for freedom that inspired many of the exile organizers in Miami in the early 1960s. However, it must have been intoxicating to follow in Martí’s footsteps: to see yourself as having the chance to reestablish democratic rule and be mentioned in the same breath as your country’s founding father. Considering virtually everyone thought that exile was going to be a very temporary arrangement, many likely saw efforts on behalf of a free Cuba as a stepping stone to political or other advancements once they returned. One of the few points of agreement among the Cuban exile community was that they wanted Castro gone. Beyond that, anything from the means of unseating him to who should lead such an effort to a timeline was a source of debate and disagreement. As a result, and despite the fact that the goal was the same—returning home to Cuba—the exile community was hindered early and often by a lack of unity and an abundance of infighting.


There was plenty of both, to be sure. And it was everywhere.


As early as December 1960, the State Department was receiving reports that certain exile organizations in Miami were “nothing more than a cockpit of jealousies, personal ambitions, and frustrating inertia.” The Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs, when discussing some of the frictions that existed in the Cuban exile community, lauded the vast majority of exiles working toward the pursuit of freedom for their “betrayed and subjugated country.” He did concede, however, that he “would be less than candid… if [he] obscured the fact that subjective considerations of personal advantage have sometimes influenced exile political activity,” lamenting that “the personal attacks launched by one leader or group against another have bordered on irresponsibility.”3 The dispatches of the CIA and other agencies in Miami were full of reports of mistrust and infighting within organizations. Groups splintered off in protest of affiliations with certain individuals of questionable political leanings. Others suffered from fissures at the top, with leaders apparently joining forces against other leaders within the same organization, or multiple factions within an organization claiming allegiance to one particular leader or another.


Eventually, there would be literally hundreds of organizations vying for relevance in the effort to liberate Cuba. Only a few years after the Revolution took power in Cuba, the number of Cuban exile organizations, most of them based in Miami, required the CIA’s authoring of the Cuban Counterrevolutionary Handbook, a guide for overwhelmed CIA personnel trying to navigate the dizzying number of counterrevolutionary groups. The handbook listed 415 separate organizations. There was the Anti-Communist Front (Frente Anti-Comunista, FAC), not to be confused with the Christian Anticommunist Front (Frente Anticomunista Cristiano, also FAC). The Democratic Liberation Movement (Movimiento Democrático de Liberación) and the National Democratic Liberation Movement (Movimiento Democrático de Liberación Nacional) were separate and apart from the Democratic Revolutionary Movement (Movimiento Democrático Revolucionario), and the Democratic Revolutionary Liberation Movement (Movimiento Demócrata Revolucionario de Liberación). Any mention of the FARI could have referred to the Independent Revolutionary Anticommunist Front (Frente Anticomunista Revolucionario Independiente), the Integrated Revolutionary Anticommunist Front (Frente Anticomunista Revolucionario Integrado), or the Internal Revolutionary Anticommunist Front (Frente Anticomunista Revolucionario Interno). And who could forget the National Anticommunist Liberation Front, known in Spanish as the Frente de Liberación Anticomunista Nacional, or FLAN?ii The constellation of organizations included 119 separate “Movements,” 72 “Fronts,” and 22 organizations identifying themselves as “Armies.”4


A significant consequence of having such a wide panoply of organizations was that they were in essence all in competition with each other, both for funds and members. The competition between organizations made staying relevant an important consideration in garnering support. One of the most effective ways to do that was doing something bold in the name of a free Cuba. Any action that was perceived as a slap in Fidel’s face was met with approval by large swaths of the exile community. That support was often leveraged into appeals for financial assistance to continue those kinds of efforts. In years to come, that cycle of clandestinely striking at Cuba to generate publicity, interest, and funds would be a dominant exile-organization dynamic.


Organizing Organizations


One of the most notable and consequential efforts to coordinate among these disparate organizations was created in May 1960, when an alliance of five previously established exile groups combined to form the council of the Frente Revolucionario Democrático, or Democratic Revolutionary Front (FRD). A number of the groups in this council had significant presence in Cuba. The Organización Auténtica was an offshoot of a Cuban political party founded in the 1930s and included a former president of Cuba, Carlos Prío Socarrás.iii He was the last elected president of Cuba, and was deposed by the 1952 coup that brought Fulgencio Batista to power. Batista himself was unseated by Castro’s revolution later in the 1950s. The Auténticos were led by Manuel Antonio “Tony” de Varona, who was once prime minister of Cuba under Prío, and served as the head of the FRD council.5 The Organización Triple A was represented by Aureliano Sánchez Arango. José Ignacio Rasco was a lawyer and former classmate of Castro’s and the leader of the Christian Democrat Movement, or Movimiento Demócrata Cristiano, in Cuba, originally created as a political party but forced to move underground after they published a manifesto pointing out Castro’s constitutional violations.6 The Agrupación Montecristi, named for Martí’s manifesto, was headed by Justo Carillo, who in Cuba had been president of the Agricultural and Industrial Development Bank under Castro. Finally, the Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionaria (Movement for Revolutionary Recovery, MRR) was established in Cuba in 1959 by Manuel Artime. Artime had fought in Castro’s revolution, and was appointed to the National Agrarian Reform Institute after the revolution’s victory. However, in October 1959, upon hearing rumblings of Castro’s potential plans to establish communism in Cuba, he resigned, denounced Castro, and then fled the island in December of that year after becoming disillusioned with the autocratic turn the regime was taking.7


The FRD alliance was not a ragtag group of adventurers improvising as they went along. This was an organized operation that clearly saw their role in historical terms. The FRD viewed this as another War of Independence, another “immoral occupation by an inept leader,” this time from a totalitarian regime and its external allies that had imposed their will upon their country.8 By December 1960, the FRD had drafted a number of documents in preparation for what they saw as inevitable hostilities to liberate Cuba. They included a Declaration of a State of War on behalf of the Cuban people to expel Castro and the Sino-Soviet influence from the island and reestablish the 1940 constitution. There was a plan for an eighteen-month provisional government to help with the transition back to constitutional democracy.


The FRD was an umbrella organization that tried to unite some of these groups, coordinate their efforts, and importantly, funnel US government funds toward a single goal: the reestablishment of democratic government in Cuba, primarily through military force. There were basically two ways to do this: supporting resistance movements that already existed on the island or organizing a military capability and infiltrating Cuba. The FRD was involved in both.


Some of the organizations within the FRD were anti-revolutionary groups that were originally founded in Cuba, and still had presence on the island. These were very useful channels and were seen by the CIA as the best investment of their time and resources due to existing networks that could be used against the Castro regime. The earliest examples of clandestine infiltrations from Miami to Cuba—which became a surprisingly regular part of South Florida boating traffic and will be discussed in far more detail—were in support of these networks. Some were running guns and ammunition to operatives on the island as early as 1960. For example, in August 1960, the Christian Democrat Movement claimed to have between eight and ten thousand men in Cuba and would use the material support to carry out acts of sabotage throughout Cuba in early 1961.9


The creation of the FRD in Miami, and the resources it had access to, actually inspired the consolidation of a number of organizations in Cuba itself into a similar entity. In December 1960, twenty-seven underground resistance organizations in Cuba unified into the Revolutionary Unity (UR) organization to not only help better coordinate efforts on island but also streamline their ability to get weapons and needed supplies from the FRD. It was clear that the need was palpable: one of the UR’s first sources of income was a holdup of the Tropical Brewery, which at the time produced about 60 percent of Cuba’s beer—so something similar to robbing Budweiser in its prime—and netted $20,000. Within two months, the UR was receiving clandestine shipments of weapons and matériel from Miami for their anti-Castro efforts.10


The FRD was also central to the other planned method of democracy through arms. If the first was akin to helping the French Resistance in World War II, the second was preparing for D-Day: readying an invasion force to establish a beachhead and eventually liberate the country.


The FRD created a naval commission to coordinate the maritime piece of any operations: with Cuba being an island, this was obviously an important consideration. They compiled a register of private vessels that could be used for operations, as well as a naval reserve to operate them: a Cuban version of the “Corsair Navy” utilized in the United States during World War II to recruit private boat owners for the war effort. By March 1961, they had identified a flotilla of thirteen vessels and over a hundred volunteers. They also recognized that they likely would need additional and more mission-appropriate vessels in order to effectively mount a campaign against Castro’s Cuba, and raised thousands of dollars to support the creation of a larger fleet.11


In September 1960, the naval office of this Cuban Navy in exile began operations in Miami. Shortly thereafter, they launched one of their first clandestine voyages, which was apparently enough of a failure—both in terms of the selection of the vessel for the mission and other logistical reasons—for them to form task forces and working groups to better plan these incursions. Their working relations with the CIA were more formally established by November, and they held increasingly structured discussions about operations, as well as attempting to unify a disparate number of similar efforts among exiles.12


They also needed men and matériel. The FRD had an organized and efficient recruiting mechanism to recruit military-aged men in Miami for the cause: registration cards, an internal intelligence check to try to weed out infiltrators sympathetic to Castro, and an oath of allegiance. Here is what the young men who registered for the FRD signed:




I, [image: image], convinced that the tyranny in Cuba can only be overthrown by revolutionary means, apply for entry into the Democratic Revolutionary Front to fight towards that end, for that purpose, I invoke the most sacred memories of my life and with my body and mind set on the highest interests of my country.


I solemnly swear on my honor as a revolutionary and as a man to support with all my might the Cuban revolution, even at the risk of my life, fighting within the Democratic Revolutionary Front in defense of our democratic system and the restoration of the Constitution and the Law, submitting myself to the established discipline and Military Code.




So help me God.


LET US FIGHT TOGETHER FOR THE FREEDOM OF CUBA!13








These recruits were individuals who felt that this was a duty, a calling to rescue their country from autocratic rule and to restore democracy in Cuba. This was deeply personal, a point of honor, and an exhilarating opportunity. In a country whose first stirrings of independence were less than a hundred years earlier, it surely felt like their efforts were momentous. It was lost on no one that the young revolution they were organizing to overthrow began in very much the same way: a small group of individuals infiltrating the island by sea. The story of the Granma, the rickety old boat used by Castro to land in Cuba, had already become a part of the regime’s own legend. The revolutionary government even saw fit to eventually rename a province in the vessel’s honor. The opportunity to defeat this movement by the same means and method was almost poetic in its symmetry. They felt that this was an opportunity to participate in another liberation of their young country, and they expected to be primary authors in the writing of that history. These recruits would become part of the military arm of the FRD, a group that would play a major part in a critical chapter in the Cold War.


The Brigade


One of the first recruits was Manuel Artime of the MRR, who was added to the board of the FRD. Along with the San Román brothers, both former Cuban Army officers, he and twenty-five others formed the original nucleus of this effort, which was created and approved under Eisenhower. They received extensive guerrilla training and were sent to facilities specially built for this purpose in Guatemala. Men continued to come in from Miami to receive training from US Green Berets and await orders. The unit started with around 400 and ended up with nearly 1,500 men, and they were a diverse group from all social groups and political leanings.14 Only 135 of them had military experience. Students, who numbered 240, were the most represented occupation. The average age was twenty-nine, but the youngest member of the Brigade was sixteen, and the oldest was sixty-one.15


The Brigade would become a crucible for the Cuban exile community in Miami, and numerous leaders and major players in later years started their anti-Castro experience with this unit. Félix Rodríguez, who would have a long and storied CIA career, was a member of the Brigade. Jorge Mas Canosa, a future exile leader, was among the ranks. José Basulto, who would be at the center of a major international incident over the Florida Straits, served. So did Erneido Oliva, who would join the US Army and retire as a major general and would be the only individual to serve as a second lieutenant in four armed forces involved in this unfolding drama: Cuba’s Constitutional (pre-Revolutionary) Army, the Revolutionary Army, the Brigade itself, and the US Army.16


Every member of the Brigade was given a serial number. To disguise the number of men available for an assault on Cuba, the numbers were assigned starting with 2500, not 0. During training, a man by the name of Carlos Rafael Santana slipped and fell off a mountain cliff to his death. He was the first of the unit to lose his life. In his honor, the unit took up his serial number as the name they would carry into battle: they would be known as the 2506 Assault Brigade.17 The unit would be part of a significant effort to shape the history of Cuba and would fight to establish a beachhead for its eventual liberation—these men would storm the beaches at the Bahía de Cochinos, known to history as the Bay of Pigs.iv


The US government was interested in shaping that history as well and made that interest very clear. While recruits for the 2506 were being brought from Miami to clandestine training camps, Washington wanted the FRD to broaden its political base. Later in 1961, that desire, which was reportedly “terribly important to the White House,” led to the FRD’s retooling and renaming as the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano (Cuban Revolutionary Council, CRC). The US-selected chair of the council was José Miró Cardona, a jurist who served as Castro’s first prime minister before breaking with him and leaving the country. The CRC was not an entity with assets or operational capabilities of its own but, like the FRD before it, served as an umbrella organization to consolidate exile efforts and provide a single touch point for American agencies.


Much like José Martí had done years before, the CRC organized committees in numerous cities. Headquartered in Miami, with offices in New York, Washington, and New Orleans, the CRC had delegations in every Latin American country as well as in France and Spain.


The most important characteristic of the FRD’s retooled self as the CRC, however, was its relationship to the US government. In terms of practical impact, the fact of government financial support—largely cash flowing through the CRC—was critical to bringing Miami exile organizations into the fold. The council reportedly received $90,000 a month in support from Washington, resources that made the CRC a central player.18 The council also had direct access to senior White House aides and the president, and served as a primary conduit between Washington and the Cuban exile counterrevolutionary efforts in Miami.


Miró Cardona met with President Kennedy on a few occasions.19 One of those meetings included a reaffirmation of the president’s support for the CRC. Kennedy ended the meeting with words of encouragement: “Do not waver. You have my support. Pass on to the Council my most cordial best wishes.” But it was the one phrase before that show of the president’s support that resonated with Miró Cardona more than any other, and one that proved ominously prophetic for him and for the entire Cuban exile community: “Your destiny,” Kennedy told him, “is to suffer.”20


Sadly, the president was correct on all accounts, and he had no way of knowing just how predictive his words would be. Miró Cardona did have unique access to the American government, and was a gatekeeper of sorts for resources to Cuban exile organizations, but that came at a heavy price. Over time, his vision for protecting Cuba began to diverge significantly from that of the US government. Because of his proximity to Washington’s power, frustrations with the Americans were often aimed at him: not being aggressive enough to overthrow Castro, not enough resources, favoritism toward one organization over another. Years later, Miró Cardona became exhausted by infighting and criticism, and intimately familiar with an unfortunate reality of the exile community’s efforts: fragmentation and lack of cohesiveness.


For now, however, the table was set for what everyone hoped would be a definitive blow to the Castro regime. The 1,443 men of the 2506 Brigade were ready to fulfill their destiny and follow in Martí’s footsteps.21 Miami, now a critical recruiting and logistical hub for anti-communist efforts, would soon become a smaller, tropical Portsmouth used as a staging area for a Caribbean Normandy.


Footnotes


i It would be one of the last things he wrote. Martí reached Cuba shortly after the manifesto and lost his life on the battlefield two months later in one of the first skirmishes of the war.


ii Yum.


iii The “authentic” part of their name comes from the political party they grew out of. It was called the Partido Revolucionario Cubano (Auténtico), meaning they traced their inspiration directly to Martí’s PRC.


iv The “Bay of Pigs” has always seemed like a strange name. In Cuban slang, the triggerfish, a colorful tropical fish common to those waters, is called a cochino, which is also a term for pig. In light of that fact, we should have been calling it the “Battle of Triggerfish Bay” all along.
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“You Can’t Mañana This Thing”


It was an introvert’s paradise.


Two weeks after Fidel Castro forced Fulgencio Batista from power in 1959, Justin Gleichauf found himself as the one and only employee of the new CIA operation in Miami. Part of the Domestic Contacts Division of the Directorate of Intelligence, the CIA field office (meaning Gleichauf) was tasked with monitoring and reporting on developments in Cuba.1


Gleichauf missed the fighting in the Second World War because he was too underweight for combat action (he was the water boy in college at Notre Dame because he was so skinny). Instead, he served as a technical advisor in the Office of Price Administration and on the Board of Economic Warfare. In 1950, he joined the CIA, and was assigned to an office that debriefed American professors and businessmen who had just returned from trips to Europe. During the Hungarian revolution in 1956, Gleichauf directed the interrogations of Hungarian rebels who came to the US after fighting Soviet troops.2


When he first got to Miami, the first wave of exiles had already arrived, and he set out to learn what government agency was doing what with the new Miami residents. According to Gleichauf, thirteen different federal agencies were working the problem, including the INS; Border Patrol; Customs; the Coast Guard; the State Department; the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW); FBI; and Army, Navy, and Air Force intelligence (along with a myriad of local law enforcement agencies).


And now the CIA.


At this time, the US government still hadn’t decided what it was going to do about the new regime in Cuba. The US intelligence community had very little information about what was happening there, so Gleichauf collected as much open-source intelligence as he could, like newspapers, magazines, and any other printed material that might have relevant information. This open-source sweep also included Granma, the official newspaper of the Cuban Communist Party, and Verde Olivo, which gave some insight into the Cuban military.


To attract new contacts, he listed his CIA phone number in the telephone book and handed out business cards with his home number. The results were mixed. For every solid lead, Gleichauf explained, there was “a motley collection of weirdos,” and opportunists who were looking for a way to earn some money from the US government. There were also “lots of would-be Mata Haris, eager to do anything for the cause,” and American mercenaries, who thought Cuba would be a quick and easy way to get glory and riches. Gleichauf consistently tried to warn them off, with limited success.


There were also Castro sympathizers in Miami:




A brick was thrown through the windshield of my car parked outside the house, and my wife received a number of threatening calls along the lines of “… [x-date] will be a day that you and your family will never forget…” I received a barrage of late-night phone calls, with the caller remaining silent while I answered. I memorized Spanish insults, which I directed at Fidel via the open line. The calls eventually dwindled.





With so many exiles entering Miami at that time, the CIA finally realized Gleichauf could not do this all by himself, so it beefed up his office’s staffing. To four. The new additions were one air force and two army intelligence officers. Thankfully, they all spoke Spanish.


In the meantime, the government had finally figured out how it was going to react to Fidel Castro: he had to go. The CIA was working on multiple different operational plans against the new Cuban government. One of these involved air-dropping supplies to resistance forces still in Cuba. In late September 1960, the CIA made its first airdrop of supplies to rebels in Oriente Province (enough for one hundred soldiers). The operation, however, did not go as intended. Instead of supplying rebel forces fighting Castro, the airdrop landed seven miles from where it was expected—right into the hands of the Cuban revolutionary militia the arms were meant to be used against.3


And this wouldn’t be the last time something like this went awry. Richard Bissell, the CIA Deputy Director of Plans, lamented, “We never got to first base in Cuba in building an underground organization.… We only had one [supply drop] where we were reasonably sure that the people the supplies were intended for actually got them.”4


Then there was the story you might already have heard of—the CIA’s use of the mob against Castro.


The Mafia was motivated. Before Fidel Castro came to power, Havana had been “the empress city of organized crime,” and a “free port for the mob.”5 Havana was the main tourist destination in the 1950s, and people came there from all over for the gorgeous weather, the beaches, the gambling, and the bordellos. Even tourists from Miami headed south for activities forbidden at home.


Batista was a supporter of this world, at least for the right price (he received serious kickbacks for his protection). Now he was gone, replaced by a regime that was taking it all away.


The Mafia could not find a way to control Fidel Castro, which meant he had to go. It was nothing personal, just business.


In August 1960, Bissell approached the CIA’s Office of Security to see if they had any assets that “may assist in a sensitive mission requiring gangster-type action. The mission target was Fidel Castro.”6 The CIA had used a man named Robert Maheu in the past for some of their shadier operations. A former special agent in the FBI, Maheu left the Bureau and opened a private investigation office in Washington, DC, in 1956. He was what was known as a “cut-out,” a middleman, or someone that allowed the Agency to maintain distance from these kinds of things. According to CIA documents, “over the years he [had] been intimately involved in providing support for some of the Agency’s more sensitive operations.”7 He had contacts in the underworld and would be the person who insulated the CIA from any direct contact with the mob.


Maheu reached out to Johnny Roselli, whom he had met on more than one occasion in Las Vegas. Roselli would eventually link Maheu (and the CIA) with Momo Salvatore “Sam” Giancana and Santo Trafficante Jr., two men, incidentally, on the list of the attorney general’s ten most-wanted. Trafficante was the head of the Mafia’s Cuban operations, and Giancana was the chief of the Chicago branch of the Mafia and considered the successor to Al Capone.8 Together, Roselli and Giancana had controlled a massive Mafia empire, reportedly larger than the organization run by the five families of the New York Cosa Nostra—combined.9


Maheu had been authorized to offer the mobsters $150,000 for the job, but they declined. They would do it for free. Why? Well, for one, they stood to make far more money if Castro was removed from power, and they could restart their gambling interests in Cuba. Also, they likely assumed helping the US government in such a way could pay off later if they found themselves in, say, legal trouble.


In September 1960, Maheu met up with Johnny and Sam at the Boom Boom Room at the Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami.i The men discussed a variety of options for taking out Castro. The CIA was originally thinking along the lines of a “typical, gangland-style killing in which Castro would be gunned down,” but Giancana said absolutely no to the use of firearms. He argued that no one could be recruited to do this kind of job, “because the chance of survival and escape would be negligible.”ii10


Instead, the mobsters suggested the use of a poison pill. Giancana said he knew a guy, whom he identified only as “Joe” (it was Trafficante), who would serve as a courier to Cuba and could make arrangements there to get the pill into Castro’s drink. The individual who could get close to Castro in Cuba was Juan Orta, who was described as a “disaffected Cuban official with access to Castro and presumably of a sort that would enable him to surreptitiously poison Castro.” According to Roselli and Giancana, Orta had once received kickbacks from gambling profits, and now that that was gone, “he needed the money.” Orta was, at that time, the office chief and director general of the office of the prime minister, Fidel Castro.


After Maheu reported back to the Agency, the chief of the CIA’s Technical Services Division (TSD) was asked to develop a pill that “had the elements of rapid solubility, high lethal content, and little or no traceability.”11 The poison itself had to be “stable, soluble, safe to handle, undetectable, not immediately acting, and with a firmly predictable end result.” Botulin toxin met all those requirements and could be made into a pill. Six of these were produced and tested.12


And they didn’t work.


When they were dropped in water, they didn’t even disintegrate, let alone dissolve completely, with “little to no traceability.” The TSD tried again, and successfully made a new batch that “met the requirement for solubility.” But would they kill someone?


No.


Guinea pigs were acquired for the test, but when the TSD tested the pills on the poor animals, they were found to be “ineffective.”13


Well, that didn’t work. Perhaps we should scrap this idea and move on to plan B?


No.


Roselli was given the useless pills and passed them along to Trafficante, who said they had then been delivered to Orta in Cuba. A 1966 CIA document states that, after several weeks of aborted attempts, Orta “apparently got cold feet and asked out of the assignment.”14 But by 1967, the CIA knew the real story: Orta had lost his position in the prime minister’s office in January 1961, while planning for the operation was still in full swing in Washington and Miami. Did Roselli, Giancana, and Trafficante know this? According to the CIA, yes. So why did they say they could deliver when clearly they knew they couldn’t? Only the three of them truly know, but one could surmise that they hoped to curry favor with the government by showing they’d tried.15


Operation Zapata


The CIA scheme to kill Castro with the mob was not, of course, the only such idea making its way through the corridors of power in Washington. The Pentagon had been instructed by the Eisenhower administration to develop a plan for paramilitary and covert actions against the Cuban regime. The military and the CIA would train Cuban exiles in the Miami area and then eventually in Central America. In the summer of 1960, word began to spread like wildfire through the Miami exile community—the US government was looking for volunteers to take the fight to Castro. According to Félix Rodríguez, who was among these volunteers, only one Cuban in a thousand “knew what the CIA was back in the summer of 1960”—it didn’t matter. They were going to get the chance to fight.


In May, the CIA opened a headquarters in Coral Gables for its operations against Castro. The cover name of the facility was “Clarence A. Depew and Sons,” supposedly a New York career development and placement firm.16 At the same time, small training camps were popping up around Miami, the Everglades, and the Florida Keys.


Interestingly, this was not the first time Cuban exiles had used Miami and its surrounding areas for training purposes. It was also not the first time they were training to unseat an oppressive regime in Cuba. In 1958—before Castro even came to power—Everglades National Park staff discovered heavily armed Cubans walking through the park, looking for a location to place a shooting range. These Cuban exiles were not trying to unseat Castro, of course; they were trying to help him. They identified themselves as “anti-Batistianos” to the (very confused) park rangers.17


Also in 1958, an airborne Everglades park ranger spotted a ship loading cargo on Key Largo—but in a very unusual place that raised immediate suspicion. The park rangers contacted the Border Patrol, who investigated the ship. Turns out it was loaded to the brim with ammunition headed to Cuba to support Fidel and his fight against Batista.18


But starting in 1960, CIA-sponsored training camps, supply depots, weapons and ammunition caches, and the like were spreading across the South Florida landscape, intermingling with the city’s residents in sometimes unpredictable ways. On the night of August 25, 1960, five teenage boys decided to play a prank on the residents of 26145 SW 195th Avenue by throwing firecrackers into the driveway of the house. It was a foolish plan in the best of times, but it turned out to be even more foolish than they could have realized: this house was actually a CIA-sponsored anti-Castro training camp. Thinking they were under attack, the Cuban exile trainees came out shooting, firing blindly into the darkness. One of the teenagers was grazed in the back of his head by one of the bullets. He was fine, but the secret CIA training facility was no longer very secret. Metro-Dade police closed down the facility a few hours later and detained “15 toughened Cubans” who had been using the property for jungle-warfare training.19


As training continued throughout South Florida, attention elsewhere in the United States turned to national politics. The 1960 presidential campaign pitted Senator John F. Kennedy from Massachusetts against the sitting vice president, Richard Nixon. In November, Kennedy won the election and, as part of the transition, was handed the plan for the exile-led invasion of Cuba by the outgoing Eisenhower administration. Why did Kennedy so readily accept this course of action? Why didn’t he, as some historians and commentators have argued, have the courage to decide upon his own solution for the Castro situation? We are not about to try to get into Kennedy’s head—his motivations are his own. However, it seems disingenuous for the Monday-morning quarterbacks to criticize Kennedy in this situation. Dwight Eisenhower was a five-star general. He ran the entire European Theater of Operations in World War II. He was the NATO Supreme Allied Commander.


JFK was a lieutenant in the Navy during World War II. His claim to fame was helping to save his marooned crew after his PT boat was run over by a Japanese destroyer. If you were Kennedy, would you have questioned the military wisdom of Dwight Eisenhower?


Yet others in his administration did. Just a few weeks after Kennedy’s inauguration, one of his top aides and advisors, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., sent him a top-secret memorandum that spelled out his objections to the invasion plan. While acknowledging the “great pressure within the government in favor” of a military solution to the Cuba problem, Schlesinger contended that the arguments against this decision were important to note. He said:




However well disguised any action might be, it will be ascribed to the United States. The result would be a wave of massive protest, agitation and sabotage throughout Latin America, Europe, Asia and Africa (not to speak of Canada and of certain quarters in the United States). Worst of all, this would be your first dramatic foreign policy initiative. At one stroke, it would dissipate all the extraordinary good will which has been rising toward the new Administration throughout the world. It would fix a malevolent image of the new Administration in the minds of millions.





Schlesinger then proposed some alternatives. Could the US “induce Castro to take offensive action first?” Noting Castro had already launched small expeditions against Panama and the Dominican Republic, Schlesinger said he could “conceive a black operation in, say, Haiti which might in time lure Castro into sending a few boatloads of men on to a Haitian beach in what could be portrayed as an effort to overthrow the Haitian regime.” If Fidel was tricked into making the first move, “then the moral issue would be clouded, and the anti-US campaign would be hobbled from the start.”


Or, perhaps Kennedy could give a speech addressed to the whole Western Hemisphere in which he set forth “in eloquent terms” his ideas on inter-American progress toward freedom and justice. This would make the Cuban operation seem as though it was part of a broader Latin American policy that was in lockstep with the “aspirations of the plain people of the hemisphere.” If Kennedy could pull this off, “action against Castro could be seen as in the interests of the hemisphere and not just of American corporations.”


Finally, Schlesinger asked about the possibility of ousting Castro and right-wing Dominican Republic dictator Rafael Trujillo at the same time. If the overthrow of both could be coordinated, or if Trujillo could be deposed before Castro, then “it would show that we have a principled concern for human freedom and do not object only to left-wing dictators.”20


Powerful arguments from one of Kennedy’s most trusted advisors.


But the president was getting conflicting advice from some of his top people as well. McGeorge Bundy, JFK’s National Security Advisor, sent a letter to the president three days before Schlesinger’s. In the letter, he conveyed far more confidence in the potential of success for the Cuba operation. Acknowledging the hesitation from the State Department and others in the diplomatic community, Bundy reminded Kennedy that “Defense and CIA now feel quite enthusiastic about the invasion from Guatemala [where the exiles had been sent to train and stage for the eventual mission]—at the very worst they think the invaders would get into the mountains, and at the best they think they might get a full-fledged civil war in which we could then back the anti-Castro forces openly.”21


The CIA had their reasons for moving forward with the plan, but one reason stands out—at least for this book. According to Schlesinger, on March 11, 1961, CIA Director Allen Dulles warned President Kennedy to not “forget that we have a disposal problem.” Meaning what, you might ask? Meaning that there were hundreds of trained Cuban exiles in Miami and Guatemala waiting to invade Cuba. If Kennedy called off the operation, all of those men would be left to their own devices, with potentially disastrous consequences. CIA Deputy Director of Plans Richard Bissell worried the entire operation would collapse if Kennedy didn’t make his decision, and make it soon: “You can’t mañana this thing.”22 Four weeks after Dulles’s and Bissell’s warnings, Kennedy is said to have told Schlesinger, “If we have to get rid of these 800 men, it is much better to dump them in Cuba than in the United States, especially if that is where they want to go.”23 A true profile in courage.


Of course, the Bay of Pigs invasion was a disaster. Of the 1,400 Cuban exiles who were part of the operation, more than 100 were killed and almost 1,200 were captured. The 2506 Brigade POWs spent twenty months in Cuban prisons, before they were finally exchanged for $53 million worth of baby food and pharmaceuticals. There are now hundreds of books, articles, analyses, dissections, studies, and investigations about that mission and why it ultimately failed.iii


But fail it did. The Kennedy administration (rightfully) took much of the blame. Heads rolled at the CIA as Kennedy replaced Allen Dulles and most of his leadership team. In Cuba, Castro used the Bay of Pigs as an excuse to crack down on anyone who could maybe one day, some day rise up to challenge his authority. In the month following the invasion, Castro’s regime arrested twenty thousand people for “counterrevolutionary activity.”24 In a conversation with Kennedy administration official Dick Goodwin later that year, Che Guevara thanked the Americans for the Bay of Pigs, saying that “it had been a great political victory for them—enabled them to consolidate—and transformed them from an aggrieved little country to an equal.”25
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