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			Advance Praise for 
Monkey Morales

			“Anyone who knows anything about Miami’s mythic webs of intrigue knows Monkey Morales lay at the heart of them all. Finally, a pacy biography that sorts fact from fiction—and needless to say the facts are much, much stranger than the tallest of tales.”

			— Nicholas Griffin, author of The Year of Dangerous Days: 
Riots, Refugees, and Cocaine in Miami 1980

			 

			“John le Carré and Ian Fleming together could not have invented a more compelling real life spook than what is found here in the pages of this definitive biography of the legendary Ricardo ‘Monkey’ Morales. His most closely guarded secrets and undercover exploits in espionage all are revealed here for the first time, finally providing the missing puzzle pieces that help resolve some of the biggest historical jigsaws of 20th century spy craft.”

			— Fernand Amandi, MSNBC analyst

			 

			“I’ve been trying to understand Ricardo Monkey Morales for thirty years. He left us all these clues—in police records, on the lips of exiles, across international press, in hours of surreal testimony. Fact. Fiction. Hyperbole. Heartbreak. You could never quite put his story down. Finally, Rick, Jr. and Sean Oliver connect it all for me.  This book—decades overdue—is a gift.”

			— Roben Farzad, author of Hotel Scarface: Where Cocaine Cowboys Partied and Plotted to Control Miami, CNN, NPR Radio

			 

			“The authors have done a masterful job putting all these elements together so cogently; I don’t know how anyone could’ve done it, but they’ve certainly done the job. I can’t say enough how impressed I am. Masterful job, just outstanding, masterful…over and over.”

			— Jerome Sanford, former Assistant US Attorney
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			The Players

			Ball, Joe: FBI agent, one of Monkey’s handlers

			Becerra, Humberto “Super Papi”: Enforcer in Carlene Quesada’s smuggling operation

			Bosch, Annette: Monkey’s niece

			Bosch, Lynette: Monkey’s niece

			Bosch, Dr. Orlando: Anti-Castro bombing group organizer, pediatrician

			Cid, Juan: Pot dealer and silent partner in Roger’s on the Green

			Cook, John Clarence: Miami-based jewel thief connected to Chicago mafia

			Cornillot, Hector: Anti-Castro bombing group organizer, Monkey’s brother-in-law

			Costanzo, Aton “Atomico”: Exile and would-be assassin

			Davis, George: FBI agent, one of Monkey’s handlers

			Diaz, Raul: Metro-Dade detective assigned to Monkey

			Garcia Vasquez, Orlando: CIA asset and commanding officer in Venezuela’s DISIP intelligence agency

			Lamazares Cid, Nancy: Widow of German Lamazares, later ex-wife of Juan Cid, companion of Monkey

			Lamazares, German: Drug dealer, DEA informant, and business partner of Eladio Armando Ruiz

			Martinez, Raul: City of Miami, detective

			Morales Despau, Raul: Monkey’s father, court justice in Havana

			Morales, Ines: Monkey’s mother

			Morales, Magda: Monkey’s first wife, mother of Raul, Rick, and Sylvia

			Morales, Mimi: Monkey’s second wife, mother of Roberto

			Morales, Raul: Monkey’s oldest child

			Morales, Rick, Jr.: Monkey’s second child

			Morales, Roberto: Monkey’s fourth child

			Morales, Rolando “Pucho”: Monkey’s brother

			Morales, Sylvia: Monkey’s third child

			Morales, Yolanda: Monkey’s sister

			Novo, Rogelio: Part owner of Roger’s on the Green with Juan Cid

			Otero, Rolando: Terrorist bomber known as “The Condor”

			Pérez, Carlos Andrés: President of Venezuela 1974-79, 1989-93

			Posada, Luis: Bomber, CIA Operation 40 veteran, and Venezuela DISIP intelligence agency officer

			Quesada, Carlos “Carlene”: Head of narcotics smuggling organization; former partner of Rudy Rodriguez

			Robertson, William “Rip”: “Wild Geese” squad commander in CIA’s Congo operation

			Rodriguez, Rudy: Head of narcotics smuggling organization; former partner of Carlene Quesada

			Rosenthal, Frank “Lefty”: Ran bookmaking operation in Miami for the Chicago mafia

			Ruiz, Eladio Armando: Anti-Castro group member, drug dealer, and would-be assassin

			Sanford, Jerome: Former Assistant US Attorney, associate, and confidant of Monkey

			Sanjenis, Joaquín: Recruiter of Cuban exiles for CIA’s Operation 40

			Scruggs, Mollie: Mutiny Club waitress, friend of Monkey

			Sturgis, Frank: Anti-Castro CIA operative

			Torres, Orlando: Armed security at Roger’s on the Green

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It was South Florida’s trial of the century.

			The colorful players in this theatre of intrigue had been gracing the covers of local newspapers for years, but the seductive headlines never came close to the real stories of the people on center stage. The national media was drowned out by the local population, which was much more closely connected to this trial. For many, their culture was intertwined in the riveting tale. Everything being reported had happened on their own streets with ties to the country from which they’d come. The community had ties to the participants mentioned in the depositions and hearings on both sides of the law. Even that divide had become a little blurry in the past couple of weeks. Then there was the defendant who’d recently gone missing on the high seas off the Bahamas, a beloved figure who’d run a community center for refugees.

			It had more explosive content than anything in the cinema in 1982.

			Bombs. Cocaine. Murder. Spies.

			Though unlike the silver screen, this stuff was all true, and the finale hadn’t even been staged yet. But it was to happen that Wednesday morning when the packed courtroom brimmed with anticipation for the final act, now about to start. It was dead quiet as everyone just waited for the curtain.

			It would shortchange the event to say they awaited the entrance of a person. They more sought to be an eyewitness to the iconic centerpiece of a spellbinding tale about to deliver on its dramatic promise.

			Victor Hugo’s barricade, Andrew Lloyd Weber’s chandelier.

			Eight weeks of testimony1 in Judge Gerald Kogan’s Miami courtroom had seemingly come to this appearance. Over a thousand hours of FBI wiretaps were produced for what had come to be known as the “Tick Talks” trial, so named for the recording device planted in drug kingpin Carlos “Carlene” Quesada’s clock. The enigma responsible for the wiretaps was about to enter the courtroom, called to validate everything caught on the tapes and stick the State’s charges to the thirty defendants that day in late May 1982. He was, in essence, the whole case.

			High profile entanglements with the law and its agencies were nothing new to the State’s star witness, as the Miami media had been showcasing for years. There was nary a time he wasn’t actively involved in committing crimes, whether in the name of self-manufactured justice or informing on someone else’s misdeeds. Both prosecution and defense teams knew that and were prepared to move forward. It seemed everyone on all tiers of law enforcement knew it, too.

			Tales of “The Monkey” had become mythic.

			Known widely by this moniker, Ricardo Morales Navarrete had spent more than twenty years telling tales far taller than his five foot eight frame for others to circulate. But unlike those attributed to James Bond or any other international spy of fiction, these were true.

			He worked for Castro’s G-2 secret police and escaped Cuba in 1960, only to land in the hands of the CIA during their construction of an elite division of mercenaries to neutralize Fidel Castro. In his forty-three years, he’d been shot in the back while freeing captured missionaries in the Belgian Congo, shot in the head on a Miami street, and blown up in a rental car. The Cuban exile had also been a prolific bomber-for-hire in Miami, a paid contract agent for the FBI and CIA, an informant for the DEA and Miami-Dade police, a commissioner of counterintelligence for Venezuela’s secret police, and a drug dealer during Miami’s booming narcotics renaissance.

			It was that last part that had drawn everyone to the courtroom on this occasion. After nearly two months2 of wrangling between State Attorney Janet Reno’s prosecution team, the defense attorneys, and Judge Kogan, the boards would now be cleared for the most notorious informant in the world’s arena. Morales’s gregarious, presentational nature was sure to entertain; he wasn’t the strong silent type typified by secret agents of fiction. He was a wordsmith, highly intelligent with a near photographic memory. This famously allowed him to never write down one detail, from names to license plates, in all his years of working for agencies. The show was about to begin.

			It was a show that law enforcement was growing tired of, despite Morales’s position on the side of the prosecution. The complicated rabble-rouser was a roller coaster for anyone he dealt with. He tested everyone, trusted no one, and kept the world guessing whose side he was actually on. Eventually, everyone would come to the same conclusion—Ricardo Morales was on the side of Ricardo Morales.

			“I don’t play to win or lose,” he once said. “I play to stay in the game.”3 He saw everyone as his chess pieces.

			Courtroom procedure was altered for the day.4 The premises were searched thoroughly, and all attendees were frisked upon entry. The star witness of the Tick Talks trial had made enemies all over the world on both sides of the law which, as Morales would continually point out, was gauged on a sliding scale anyway.

			The defense tables were comprised of many men from Morales’s past. Some he fought beside in Cuba and the Congo, and others he’d known since his childhood days in Havana. Defense attorneys for the individuals facing the drug trafficking charges had tried for weeks to suppress the damning recordings on which prosecutors had hinged their entire case. Morales would be Assistant State Attorney Rina Cohan’s knockout blow when he recounted all the events in which he participated, corroborating what the jury would soon hear on the tapes. Judge Kogan announced to the court that Morales was presently being brought in, led by police escort.

			There he was: the legend of South Florida. The entire room sat up upon his entrance, finally beholding the man Time and Fortune columnist John Rothchild said was conducting both sides of this trial like “a patient who directs his own gallbladder operation.”5 The folkloric force loomed larger than what his pedestrian sweater and blue jeans might suggest. Morales raised his right hand for the ceremonial pledge then sat before the assembled throngs and prepared to open his infamous mouth one more time.

			But nothing in Monkey Morales’s sphere ever went according to plan.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Cuba (-1960)

			A	ugust 30, 1960.6

				It was not the kind of wedding the bride or groom had imagined. Circumstance had made Ricardo and Magda act with pragmatism, standing before a justice wanting simply to get this event on paper. Every other couple’s daydream was now a formality to the new Mr. and Mrs. Ricardo Morales, and there was hardly any time for celebration for the young couple, she eighteen years old and he just having turned twenty-one. A lot was going on, and more was coming down the pike.

			Maria Magdalena Cornillot’s family was already heading to the United States in small groups, with her father, Hector Sr., having already landed in Forest Hills, Queens, New York.7 He secured a factory job and awaited the rest of his family’s entry into the country. Ricardo’s family was on their way out of Cuba as well. His brother Rolando, more commonly known as “Pucho,” had been in the US for over a year, and his mother and sister were standing by, awaiting their exit.

			A fire was lit beneath Ricardo and Magda. Her travel papers had been approved, and her flight was just days away. Morales’s situation was not as simple; the Castro government would prefer to give him a bullet before travel papers.

			Now, he needed to get the fuck out too.

			Morales had been serving the Castro regime in an official capacity for nearly a year, though informally well before that. He was compelled to follow his older brother Pucho, who had become active in anti-Batista outings in Havana. Young Ricardo was arrested twice for “conspiring against Batista,” once while only fifteen years old, then again at eighteen.8 He was like many idealistic, politically aware young men in Cuba at the time who were eager to look beyond Colonel Fulgencio Batista toward newer, more equitable ideas that better represented Cuba’s working class.

			Ricardo Morales had been studying law at the University of Havana when his friend Raul Arguiles, a major in the intelligence department of the Cuban National Police, recommended him for the military.9 That vote of confidence from a high-ranking officer encouraged the twenty-year-old to leave law school and enlist with DIER (Department of Intelligence of the Rebel Army, translated), which later changed its name to G-2. Castro, despite taking over the country and commanding its national army, propagated the illusion of a democratic government with this term—“rebel army.”

			In plain terms, G-2 was the political police force tasked with uncovering subversive actions that served any interests other than the new regime’s. G-2’s chief, Commander Ramiro Valdez Menendez, operated out of the general staff headquarters on La Avenida del Puerto on Havana’s northern coast, where he managed the administrative and political business.10 The Operations Section of G-2 was headquartered not far from there, at 5th Avenue and 14th in the Miramar section of Havana, and it housed the lieutenants overseeing the prisons, workshops, radio patrols, and general police corps.

			The G-2 agency operated smaller operational offices and outposts in locations like Havana Port and Rancho Boyeros Airport, now José Martí International Airport, where Ricardo Morales was stationed under Lt. Rolando Matos Bozan. Agents were assigned customary job titles like flight dispatchers and customs inspectors but also more curious positions like “airplane guards” and “passenger checkers.”11

			“My position,” Morales later said, “was to uncover subversive organizations, especially members of the overthrown dictatorship of General Batista.”12

			The installation of Castro’s military system featured an overhaul of Cuban courts. After the Cuban revolution, he enacted a new military tribunal court, wherein anyone suspected of engaging in conduct deemed oppositive to the regime was brought before the bench.13 The tribunal would decide the charges as evidence was presented against the accused, including testimony from officers of the secret police who’d brought the accused before the court. That was Castro’s military court, hearing the charges leveled by Castro’s military police. These proceedings paved a very narrow, one-way street for the accused, or “kangaroo trials,” as Morales himself put it.14

			In September 1959, Morales enlisted for service and began training on the outskirts of Havana, which consisted of the very basics of investigative procedures. No one he knew in the revolutionary army was qualified to teach advanced and tested tactics, so Morales began his on the job training when handed a badge, gun, and little else. But Ricardo considered himself streetwise and was undaunted by figuring it all out on his own.

			Shifting politics signaled increasing danger for Morales and anyone with ties to Batista. Castro’s grip on the country was tightening, partially due to the elimination or exit of those opposed to his regime, by means both natural and otherwise. Added to that was a wrinkle in the Morales family’s past, namely his father’s and grandfather’s positions under Batista. His father, Raul Morales Despau, was an appointed justice in Batista’s courts for over forty years, and his grandfather was the chief justice of the Province of Havana. By contemporary standards in a free society, a federal judge is only marginally colored by his appointing body, but in military dictatorships all are subject to orders from the dictator. Morales Despau, for instance, was a justice whom Batista’s military officers would visit at all hours for signatures on death certificates. Well into the night, on more than one occasion, ranking military officials would ring Morales Despau’s bell with the death certificate of a man riddled with bullet holes, on which the judge would write “heart attack” before signing the document.

			Pucho’s flight out exemplified the Morales family’s connection to the Batista regime. Ricardo’s brother left Cuba in January 1958 courtesy of a special passport letter hand-signed by José Manuel Cortina, Cuba’s Secretary of State and an influential member of Batista’s administration. On January 20, Pucho entered Paraguay wielding the document that ordered unquestioned, unfettered passage through the country and into Chile. He made it through Paraguay, Chile, and into the United States courtesy of a letter only the eldest son of a federal justice in a dictator’s court might possess.

			But that brand of influence became a grave liability after Fidel Castro’s overthrow of the Batista regime in 1959. The ragtag assembly of the G-2 police force may have allowed Ricardo’s family lineage to go undetected at first, but it would certainly fall under the microscope during his tenure in Castro’s G-2. And, while allowing the exodus of those opposed to his policy was a key tactic in Castro’s garnering control, families of those linked to Batista’s regime underwent a different fate.15

			By 1959, six hundred people found to have worked for the Batista government had been put to death by Castro’s courts.16 Morales, serving Castro’s secret police, had been part of that system, all the while concealing the secret of the Morales men before him that would no doubt begin to sound more loudly. By 1963, the CIA estimate of political executions under the Castro administration was 2,500, though only eight hundred were publicly announced by the regime.17

			Morales felt a clock ticking with every day that went by. He’d seen what the Cuban revolution had become, and he’d witnessed the punishment meted out for anyone opposing Castro. And one’s family having close ties with the Batista government was as good as pointing a gun at The Beard.
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			“This is a fine young man, and a very smart young man.”18

			Ed Sullivan, the trusted icon stamping approval on entertainers and pop culture figures on TV for over twenty years, had just given his seal of approval to a thirty-two year old man that many watching had only cursory knowledge of. He’d just sat with Sullivan for a pre-taped interview segment that aired on the January 11, 1959 Ed Sullivan Show broadcast. The bearded guest spoke of himself, of his country, and of America and its citizens.

			“The people of the United States,” Sullivan began, “have great admiration for you and your men. Because you are in the real American tradition of a George Washington.”19

			To millions of Americans, this was their first exposure to Fidel Castro. That televised endorsement may be shocking, but in the context of the time it wasn’t. Castro was a master of many things, not the least of which was his use of populism as a device to rise to power. It had worked in Cuba, and that hoodwinking had clearly enraptured an American institution like Ed Sullivan.

			Col. Batista, after having first served President Carlos Mendieta as Chief of Staff and then serving the two subsequent presidents Jose Barnet y Viageras (1935–36) and Federico Laredo Brú (1936–40), won his first presidential term in 1940.20 After leaving the country in 1944, he returned and ran again in 1952. When his loss appeared inevitable, he staged an overthrow of the government and closed elections until 1954, wherein he was elected president after running unopposed. Batista’s official four-year term began on February 24, 1955.

			Fulgencio Batista’s Cuba saw growing discontent from the working class and rural farmworkers.21 By contrast, Castro’s vague rhetoric, crafted to infuse non-specific but electrically charged proclamations to the disenfranchised masses, won him popularity among those disgusted with Batista’s catering to the aristocracy and outside interests. The political corruption and rigged elections under Batista gave little hope to the majority who felt overlooked that anything would ever change. Castro rode in with the promise of righting the wrongs of the Batista government and, in the most populist terms, giving the country back to its working people. But his 1959 victory was not easily won; his revolution began years before.

			Fidel Castro was a law school graduate from the University of Havana.22 He was a candidate for the Cuban People’s Party in 1952, but that election was postponed by Batista. Undaunted, Castro led more than 150 men on an attack of a provincial army post on July 26, 1953. Despite his intention to trigger an uprising against Batista, most of the attackers were killed and Fidel and his brother Raul were captured and imprisoned.

			After his release and exile to Mexico, Castro partnered with Ernesto “Che” Guevara to organize a smaller group of guerrillas for another attempt at Batista’s army. On December 2, 1956, a group of eighty-one rebels boarded the vessel Granma and sailed to the eastern coast of Cuba where all but twelve men were killed or captured.23 Fidel, Raul, and Che were among the survivors who bolted to the Sierra Maestra mountains where they regrouped. They dubbed themselves the “26th of July Movement,” assuming the moniker taken from the date of the original offensive on the Batista regime.

			At the same time, the country was falling into chaos. Student insurrectionists waged a bloody revolt on the presidential palace, trade unionists organized strikes, and the economy was in shambles. Batista suspended any form of free assembly, speech, or expression on August 1, 1957.24 Meanwhile in the mountains, Castro’s rebel army had grown from a dozen men to a couple thousand. They set their sights on a violent return, rife with the rhetoric Castro knew would galvanize many more Cubans.

			Castro made a direct appeal to the most marginalized individuals, who were also far more likely to take arms. He denounced the capitalist scourge of Batista allowing foreign investment in the country, and he spotlighted the dictator’s closure of universities, dissolution of the Senate, and rigged elections as justification for his ousting. Castro touted the nationalization of electricity and telephone services, and he proposed a revolution of inclusivity with redistribution of once-private land. Result-based quotes with no proposed plan, like stating such redistribution would make unemployment “automatically disappear,” pumped the starving lower and working classes full of adrenaline. He poured questionable statistics around the simmering peasants like gasoline, claiming 2,800,000 of them lacked electricity due to the corporate control of public services, and that 85 percent of small farmers that paid rent were facing eviction.25 They didn’t need to be told to hate Batista; they just needed an alternative to him.

			Revolutionary forces amped up the aggression, and soon there was widespread violence tearing the country apart. Sugar mills and plantations burned as rebel activity further crippled the economy. Batista seized upon the tumult and called for the postponement of the 1958 presidential election from June to November, giving him more time to figure out a plan. Meanwhile, his military took the fight to Castro’s rebel forces headquartered in the Sierra Maestra in July, but they were successfully deterred by the 26th of July Movement forces, causing the Cuban army to retreat.

			Castro ensured that the rest of the world didn’t ignore his proposed revolution. His forces kidnapped American and Canadian workers from the Freeport Sulphur company’s mining headquarters and twenty eight US sailors from the Guantanamo Bay base, only to release them days later.26 Their release wasn’t inconsequential, either—he’d accomplished his goal of garnering attention from his northern neighbors.

			As the November 3 election drew nearer, Castro threatened violence against both candidates and voters. Ultimately, Batista’s chosen successor, Andrés Rivero Agüero, was awarded the presidency. The more moderate Carlos Márquez Sterling won provinces where the votes were certified and supervised, but unchecked ballots elbowed him out of the picture, and Batista’s choice was declared the winner. That, for many Cubans, was the final straw.

			The US arms embargo resulted in the Cuban army’s weapons supply drying up, which equipped Castro’s rebel forces to match the army more evenly. Additionally, on December 27, 1958, Che Guevara led the capturing of an armored train filled with weaponry destined for the Cuban army.27 With their new cache of armaments and the army’s evaporated supply, the 26th of July Movement was poised to eradicate those foolish enough to stay and fight.

			On the morning of January 1, 1959, Batista fled the country for the Dominican Republic and relinquished the presidency of Cuba. A temporary junta was put in place to govern the country, though Castro’s regime ignored it completely, proclaiming victory from the balcony of Santiago de Cuba city hall. On January 8, Castro was prime minister of Cuba.

			Castro effected total control by employing more than just his rhetoric. He encouraged mass exodus of those opposed to his rule, largely the older, more affluent citizens. In his first decade in power, somewhere between five hundred thousand and seven hundred thousand took advantage of that, with thousands more bailing out via the Varadero-Miami airlift, small private boats, and even jumping the fence at the US Naval base in Guantanamo.28 This proved a remarkably effective strategy for Castro, as the median age of the country fell so drastically that by January of 1969, 55 percent of the country was under twenty-five years old. The oldest of that 55 percent had been drinking the Castro Kool-Aid since they were fourteen years old.

			On the political front, the new Cuba pledged to remain neutral in the US’s conflict with the Soviet Union, though that soon became moot as Cuba’s dilapidated economy couldn’t function without support. Unemployment and falling prices of Cuban-produced commodities necessitated a mentor with money and resources, and Castro found one in Soviet Prime Minister Nikita Khruschev. In 1960, Cuba signed a trade pact with the USSR and officially got in bed with the Soviets.

			Castro’s pledge to “give the land to those who till it” hadn’t played out as promised.29 Castro soon began seizing private assets in the name of the government. Almost all farms and ranches were nationalized and converted to state ownership, and by 1969 small farm owners working 30 percent of the land in Cuba were the only private property owners in the country.

			The seizure of farms and private land came first, but a more complete assessment came into focus shortly after Castro came to power, when the US Justice Department established the Foreign Claims Settlement Commission. American citizens and companies whose properties were confiscated filed 5,913 claims worth $1.9 billion, roughly $7 billion today.30 That figure doesn’t include thousands of Cuban Americans whose property was confiscated before they fled. US companies with seized assets included Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, Colgate-Palmolive, Texaco, and movie studios Universal and 20th Century Fox. Personal property included homes, ranches, farms, vehicles, cattle, horses, and a Holocaust memorial library in New York City.31

			But before any of that, in January 1959, sharing the airwaves with acrobats, a comedian, Gaelic singers, and a poodle fashion show, Fidel Castro got the nod from the trendsetting show that would break the Beatles in the United States.

			“With the help of God and our prayers,” Ed Sullivan said, “and with the help of the American government, he will come up with the sort of democracy down there that America should have.”32
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			Ricardo Anibal Morales Navarrete was born to Raul Anibal Morales Despau, the judge, and Ines Navarrete Gonzalez, a housewife, on June 14, 1939 in Havana. He was preceded by a sister and brother, Yolanda and Pucho, fourteen years and eleven years his senior, respectively, making Ricardo the miracle baby of the family. Ines was thirty-six when she gave birth to the fairest skinned of all the children—a detail important to Cubans at the time. His father Raul was stately, tall, thin, and stern. He was quick to scold the children at high volume, as was the chain-smoking Ines, though she laughed a lot more than Raul.33 His position in the courts provided them a comfortable life in Bejucal in a large home that featured Raul’s prized aviary, and they remained there until the older children were out of the house.

			Raul, Ines, and young Ricardo then moved from rural Bejucal to upscale, urban Vedado Nuevo, into a large floor-through apartment in an impressive building with a colonial/classical style facade and stone-framed windows with pediments above. The entrance was adorned with marble, including the staircases which supported large wooden banisters.

			Their apartment featured oversized wooden furniture below gold-framed Cubano impressionist landscapes and a cubist style portrait of Raul playing dominos with friends. Large, majestic Spanish planters stood in the corners of the spacious rooms, and young Ricardo’s feet traipsed the marble, tile, and granite floors. The grand apartment overlooked a busy street and was the picture of Cuba that travelers had in mind when imagining the romance of the island. Their housekeeper, Antonio, cleaned, shopped, gardened, and took care of the spoiled miracle boy. It was the embodiment of upper-middle-class life under Batista; the abode of someone of status working in his government.

			In 1954, at age fifteen, Ricardo was admitted to St. George School, an exclusive, high-tuition private school located a ten minute walk from the Morales’s apartment. Ricardo passed the school’s notoriously rigorous entrance exam known to turn away other children of wealthy families. The school itself was in a villa-style mansion outfitted with Victorian furniture and an expansive atrium with gardens. The curriculum centered around international languages, and students were only permitted to speak the language on campus correlating to their grade. Students began with English, then French, German, and Latin; Spanish was forbidden altogether. Ricardo graduated and began law studies at the University of Havana in 1958.

			It’s hard not to imagine Ricardo having had a tainted view of law as he’d come to know it in Raul Morales Despau’s home. Raul had once become embroiled in scandal when he refused to give false testimony on behalf of the state, and the governing law body tried to have him removed from the bench. He fought the accusations and proved he was being framed, which resulted in the crooked legal panel being removed from their posts. Ricardo was also witness to the late night visits from soldiers and the fudged death certificates his father was providing. Those forgeries were preferable to the ones wherein Raul was rousted from bed and brought to the lagoon in Havana where mass executions were carried out by Batista’s forces. Raul was called upon to report “natural death” on the spot. None of the above escaped young Ricardo.

			The stress of such a job caught up with Raul when he succumbed to a heart attack in 1957. His death before the regime change precipitated a drastic change in the family’s status. He’d worked up to his last day, “dying on the bench” as they say, and the elimination of his salary forced Ines to live on his pittance of a pension. All of the children were out of the home by that time, and she sold much of what the family had accumulated over the years and moved from El Vedado Nuevo to El Vedado Viejo which, by comparison, was a more run-down section of the city. She liquidated everything and moved into a small fourth floor walk-up apartment with a single window. Gone were the vases, fine China, artwork, silver, and nearly everything else—Ines’s apartment didn’t even have a drape covering for the sole window, though she kept the painting of Raul playing dominos.

			Yolanda, Ricardo, and Pucho were an aggressive crew, though Yolanda’s daughter Lynette described the dynamic more crudely, attributing their outlier behavior to a lineage of warrior blood. “We descend from one of two brothers in the Spanish Reconquista at the Battle of Covadonga in the Year 792 who hacked their way through the opposition army,” she said. “When their swords broke they skewered foes with mulberry branches they tore from a tree with their bare hands. You understand we are all totally those guys, adjusted for whatever is going on. Every one of us is fundamentally uncivilized. Those are the Morales. We are not polite.”34

			Bearing that in mind, it is no surprise Ricardo would exchange law school for a badge and gun from the revolutionary army. He was an intelligent student but an active child, always on the move, questioning everything and everyone.

			“Richard and Pucho were the embodiment of those original Morales brothers who hacked up the opposition with mulberry branches,” Lynette said. “My mother [their sister] was the female version of that. That is the image to keep in mind. Normal people puzzle us. We live among them and have learned their ways, but they are as pale shadows to us.”35

			Ines quickly aged beyond her years after Raul’s passing, morphing into a shuffling, somber soul with a hunched posture, sheet white hair, and house dresses that became her uniform. A collection of saints watched the apartment from all corners, gazing out from candle holders and statuettes as solemnly as their host who fed them water and sugar. Ines was excessively dramatic and always sorrowful about something, usually the adventures of her restless sons in whose veins coursed the Morales blood. She could sense where their brand of adventure would eventually lead as she heard more and more bombing in the streets.
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			While Ricardo was working for G-2, he and Magda’s brother, Hector Cornillot, who was working at the Ministry of Commerce, found they were both struggling to resist the same insurrectionist impulses.36 They began having talks about subverting the Castro regime from the inside and opened their circle a bit as they heard similar sentiments among others. In all, Ricardo and Hector assembled a collective of six or seven willing young men, including César Vega, owner of the popular Havana nightclub Cabaret Las Vegas. The lively spot located near the University of Havana was frequented by college students and Havana’s young hipsters.

			Vega had been a schoolmate of Fidel Castro and maintained a friendship with him until November 1959 when the adventure-seeking Vega went to Panama to assist in a rebellion.37 This is said to have fractured the relationship between the two former comrades in revolution. Dissatisfaction with Castro was becoming more commonplace within his government, though any overt signs of subversion were remedied handily by G-2. Such talk needed to be done in dark corners and barely above a whisper. Hector and friends chose Mocambo, a café on the main drag La Rampa to host such talks.

			“Americano,” Morales’s partner on the G-2 police force, was one of those voices with whom Morales was secretly conspiring.38 Morales brought him to a meeting and introduced him to Hector and the others. They sat around Mocambo, planning options to incite rebellion within the Castro regime. They’d outlined some activities, including setting fire to specific Castro assets and deciding which people would need to be dropped. No one at the table balked when the topic of killing was broached.

			Morales needed to get the ball rolling fast. He was concerned that his family’s lineage in Batista’s government would be found out, but an even more pressing issue arose within G-2. Morales showed up at Hector’s house in the summer of 1960, jittery and nervous, which was unusual for him.

			“What’s wrong?” Hector asked.

			“We’re being investigated,” Morales told him. He’d gotten word that his own intelligence agency was examining both him and Hector. “I’m gonna go find out what’s going on.” He told his future brother-in-law to have their group start planning their individual exits. Hector wondered aloud how they’d landed on G-2’s radar.

			“Americano is working against us,” Morales confessed.

			Americano, the fucking traitor; the one outsider in the circle who Morales had trusted and brought in. He was angry, but he understood business.

			“Well,” Hector said with a shrug. “You gotta ‘off’ Americano.”

			Within days, Morales drew his service pistol while he was patrolling alone with Americano and shot him to death. The discovery of his body drew G-2 investigators’ eyes to the Mocambo crew; their days were numbered.

			Morales continued to work for G-2 with his head on a swivel, aware that his own people would come for him at any moment. He made sure not to be alone with them at any moment. One afternoon, Morales’s patrol car was involved in a crash. He was injured and placed in the hospital with a broken pelvis, under the watchful eye of G-2, who always had a presence in the location. Morales lay incapacitated and largely at the mercy of the secret police; he was sure that would be his end. A local priest he knew well, Father Villaverde, even began visiting and taking his confession.39 The Villaverdes had grown up a half block from the Woolworth 5 and 10 store, a favorite hangout for the neighborhood kids, young Ricardo included. It was there he befriended the Villaverde brothers, Rafael and Raul, with whom he’d be connected for years.

			During his hospital stay, Morales was formally charged with “conspiring against Castro.”40 That charge, coupled with the inevitable revelation that he’d descended from a line of Batista justices, meant a death sentence. There was no proof he’d killed Americano, but it didn’t matter in Havana. Father Villaverde must’ve begun taking his confession because he knew a dead man was laying in that bed, and during one such visit in late July, 1960, Morales said as much to the priest. Villaverde blessed him, assuring him that Jesus Christ absolved him of all sin, and was prepared to walk with him. Morales, though, was ready to walk a different route.

			Pucho waited in his idling car at the hospital service entrance as he was instructed by his brother. Upstairs, Morales waited for G-2 to be clear of his room and pulled himself out of bed. He struggled down the corridor to the stairwell, steadying himself on the walls and shuffling across the slick tile as fast as he could before patrol returned to his side of the floor. He ambled down the stairs as the sounds of confusion and chaos rose behind him, and was soon out the service door beside the garbage and laundry. He collapsed in Pucho’s backseat as his brother sped out of the loading zone and around the block.

			Morales’s break from Castro’s G-2 meant he’d need to go underground. The agency pursued him for weeks, and he spent August bouncing around safe houses maintained by other Castro dissenters.

			“They were chasing me all over Havana,” Morales later said.

			Everyone else in the Mocambo Cafe rebellion clique realized they were in mortal danger when they heard about Americano’s murder. Hector immediately used his travel papers and flew to Mexico. César Vega bailed on his club, heading first to Costa Rica and then Puerto Rico, before settling in Miami.

			With Hector already gone, the rest of Magda’s family’s got their travel papers approved, and things accelerated. Morales had no chance of legally escaping the country, so he told Magda to go with no guarantee when he’d be able to join her. But there was one matter they had to handle first.

			On August 30, 1960, Magda and Ricardo were quietly married by a justice of the peace at the courthouse—no family, no guests, no fanfare. The newly married couple would not celebrate with a party or even consummation, rather with Magda’s flight to Miami and Morales’s escape to the Brazilian embassy, crouched down in Pucho’s backseat yet again.
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			In early September, Morales entered the Brazilian Embassy in Havana seeking political asylum, beginning an eighty-two day stay he described as a “nightmare.”41 He and the other assembled defectors endured constant harassment while awaiting judgement on their fate in the confines of the majestic, six-story fortress of concrete and stone overlooking the waterfront.

			Morales recalled, “There were militia people marching around the embassy compound screaming, ‘Paredón! Paredón!’” This expression, translated as “Wall! Wall!”, was a reference how Castro’s police executed traitors, standing them at a wall while a firing squad ventilated their bodies. It was being made clear they’d be waiting for those seeking to escape Cuba.42 Each day holed up in the embassy was nerve-wracking, but a return to the streets of Castro’s Havana after a failed escape attempt was not an option.

			After two and a half months, on November 29, 1960, Morales and five others were granted a tourism visa, and he took a Pan Am flight to Miami. His family, as well as Magda and the Cornillots, had already settled in the city, with some of the men in Magda’s family already settled in New York to secure factory work. Hector had flown to Miami via Mexico just after the breakup of the Mocambo gang, and Yolanda and mother Ines set up in a ground floor apartment in a two-story project building on the downtown end of 8th Street in Little Havana. Morales moved in with Magda and her family.

			Morales’s waiting family wasn’t the only group anticipating his arrival in the US. Upon his entry into the Brazilian Embassy in Havana, the Rio de Janiero office of the CIA sent a cable to the agency director stating, “Six Cubans, including Ricardo Anibal Morales y Navarrete, granted asylum [in] Brazilian Embassy, Havana.”

			His position in G-2 and the uncertainty of his status with Castro’s government led to him being singled out and personally tracked. On January 11, 1961, an internal memo was sent to the CIA’s Miami training facility, codenamed JMWAVE, spotlighting those very concerns. Their memo expressed that “…Morales has recently joined AMIRON and is a Castro G-2 agent. [We] suggest every effort be made to determine whether this is a penetration attempt.”43 AMIRON was the CIA codename for the Cuban Democratic Revolutionary Front, a centralized organization of anti-Castro exiles that would soon play a much larger role in the US-Cuban conflict.

			The Cuban Democratic Revolutionary Front, known as FRD for the untranslated Frente Revolucionario Democrático, was formed to consolidate exiles and form a militia capable of military strikes against Castro.44 It was initially headed by the leaders of five exile groups—Aureliano Sanchez Arango of Triple A group, Justo Carrillo of Montecristi, Manuel Artime of Revolutionary Recovery Movement (MRR), Ignacio Rasco of the Christian Democratic Movement, and Antonio de Varona of Rescate. They named their military arm Brigade 2506.

			The CIA’s notifying their JMWAVE training facility of Morales’s arrival in the country was particularly noteworthy. JMWAVE had begun covertly working with the FRD exiles, and Morales was a significant prospective asset. The CIA’s caution about Morales’s G-2 position was coupled with interest in its potential benefits. His first-hand experience in Castro’s secret police would be a rare advantage; they’d proceed with caution, but proceed nonetheless.

			Morales had not yet attempted to enlist in the FRD, and none of the agencies knew his whereabouts once entering the country. Yet they actively looked for him; on January 20, the CIA confirmed in a dispatch that the recruiter for JMWAVE had already heard of Morales’s arrival and alerted the FRD organization.45 This recruiter was Joaquin Sanjenis Perdomo, known within the agency by his cryptonym AMOT-2. He was the former Chief of Police in Havana under Batista’s predecessor Carlos Píro Socarrás, and he was now living in exile in Miami and putting together an elite assassination squad for the CIA.

			
			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Operation 40 (1961)

			“The overwhelming majority of anti-Castro exiles in this country hope for an early overthrow of the Castro regime. The exiles feel and believe that this is realizable; thus they are prepared, each on his own level, to contribute to and participate in actions necessary to achieve the objective for a free democratic Cuba which would mean their return to the Island. Most of these Cubans are convinced that US leadership and active participation in this struggle are essential for success. Therefore, they can be expected to follow and support the US in any venture promising an early elimination of Castro.”46

			—“Cuba and Communism in the Hemisphere,” National Security Council papers, May 4, 1961.
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			Fidel Castro’s Cuba was a priority for the Kennedy administration and proved an unsolvable conundrum throughout the president’s tenure. They sought to covertly remove the dictator from power without the overt use of military might, relying instead on ingenuity and creative action. One of the earliest was the use of the many Cuban exiles who’d organically formed anti-Castro groups in Miami upon their arrival. These Cubans were bonded by their common desire to stir trouble against Castro, though they all possessed varying visions of a future Cuba.

			The US government’s formal authorization to enter into a quest to remove Castro from power predated John F. Kennedy’s presidency. On March 17, 1960, President Eisenhower approved a CIA-proposed plan compiled in a paper titled “A Program of Covert Action Against the Castro Regime.”47 Their plan, budgeted at a conservative $4.4 million, consisted of four phases:

			a.Formation of a Cuban exile organization to attract Cuban loyalties, to direct opposition activities, and to provide cover for Agency operations.

			b.A propaganda offensive in the name of the opposition.

			c.Creation inside Cuba of a clandestine intelligence collection and action apparatus to be responsive to the direction of the exile organization.

			d.Development outside Cuba of a small paramilitary force to be introduced into Cuba to organize, train and lead resistance groups.48

			The Agency’s plan, as outlined above, omitted entirely any mention of the US government’s involvement. The use of Cuban exiles in place of American military forces would shield the US from culpability in the interference and overthrow of another government. The CIA document included plans for further masking the management of the assigned exiles: “Agency personnel in contact with Cuban exiles would be documented as representatives of a group of private American businessmen.”49

			The operation’s administration level was hidden, which left the issue of the mercenaries themselves. The commandos couldn’t appear as assets of the US military in any capacity, so they needed a cover agency. Enter the aforementioned FRD.

			The Cuban Democratic Revolutionary Front, the collective comprised of the five anti-Castro groups, was founded on May 11, 1960 after a series of meetings in New York and Miami.50 It used the guise of a creation of American businessmen, as proposed in the CIA document. The anti-Castro members of FRD’s Brigade 2506 began paramilitary training in Panama in July 1960.

			With the completion of the initial four organizational tasks, the next stages, as outlined in the Presidential briefing paper of August 1960, listed the next action against Cuba in three phases, all to be executed by the Cuban exiles:

			The initial phase of paramilitary operations envisages the development, support and guidance of dissident groups in three areas of Cuba: Pinar del Rio, Escambray, and Sierra Maestra. These groups will be organized for concerted guerrilla action against the regime. The second phase will be initiated by a combined sea-air assault by FRD forces on the Isle of Pines coordinated with general guerrilla activity on the main island of Cuba. This will establish a close-in staging base for future operations. The last phase will be air assault on the Havana area with the guerrilla forces in Cuba moving on the ground from these areas into the Havana area also.51

			The expansion of the Cuba program had grown over the course of 1960 and into 1961.52 In August 1960, an additional $10 million was allocated to it, and in December an additional $28.2 million was obtained by the Bureau of Budget and Planning. The establishment of a base in Guatemala helped expand the exile training under the direction of the US Army Special Forces. Additional sites in Nicaragua and New Orleans were forthcoming, and the JMWAVE station in Miami and the Homestead, Florida air base were both active.

			However, the number of recruits only reached half of the expected quota by turn of the year, so recruiting teams were sent to Miami to bolster the numbers. The size of strike force personnel swelled from 644 in January 1961, to 1,443 in mid-April. Their ages ranged from a fifteen-year-old student with forged registration papers to a fifty-four-year-old World War II veteran paratrooper.53

			In the midst of this complex operation, the US underwent an administration change as John F. Kennedy was sworn in as the 35th President on January 20, 1961. The Cuba project slowed with the personnel shift, though on April 17, the go-ahead was given for the planned strikes into Cuba. However, it turned out Castro was waiting for them.

			Castro’s intelligence had discovered the training facilities being set up by the US government. In the April debacle at the Bay of Pigs, eight of the attacking planes were shot down, and the remaining eight were damaged.54 Invading troops from the shore of Girón Beach advanced directly into Castro’s troops, numbering in the thousands. William “Rip” Robertson, a former World War II captain turned CIA agent, commanded the ship LCI Barbara J into battle, disembarking on Red Beach. All told, more than 1,100 of these attacking exiles were captured and held hostage by the Castro regime. Within three days, the invasion that had been planned for a year was decidedly over.

			The US’s limited participation beyond planning and preparation came under criticism. Many believed the US’s distance from the project led to an absence of support that was missing in Brigade 2506’s crucial moments. Dr. Enrique Llaca, one of those captured and ransomed, said, “We were told there would be air cover. Not officially. But it might as well have been official. We all knew the United States had a hand in the matter. We were transported to the training area in United States planes. We were trained by Americans. Our weapons and planes were American. What else could our conclusion be? We are not morons. No one wanted to commit suicide.”55

			Another point of contention in the handling of the project was the shift in level of commitment after the administration change. John F. Kennedy wasn’t as engaged with the project as the previous administration had been. After some internal debate, the administration decided to proceed with the plans, but there was a prevailing sense that this wasn’t JFK’s passion project as it had been Eisenhower’s. On April 24, however, White House Press Secretary Pierre Sallinger read a statement in which President Kennedy accepted “full responsibility for the events of the past few days.”56

			Acceptance of that responsibility was eventually passed along from the White House to the CIA, where on June 28, 1961, President Kennedy announced to the press he was considering making changes to the Agency. Two days later, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Special Assistant to the President, presented Kennedy with a scathing memo highly critical of the CIA’s role in the Bay of Pigs. In it, he stated the CIA “has about used up its quota. Its margin for future error is practically non-existent. One more CIA debacle will shake faith considerably in US policy, at home as well as abroad.”57 It went on to suggest unprofessionalism in the Agency’s handing of previous successes, citing “a gross and repeated CIA failing has been its occasional readiness to succumb to the temptation of favorable publicity.” Over the course of a year, CIA director Allen Dulles, Air Force General and Deputy Director C.P. Cabell, and Deputy Director of Plans Richard Bissell, Jr., all the top echelon of the of the CIA, retired.58 During his first year in office, President Kennedy had given both the CIA and Cuban exile groups reasonable cause to feel betrayed.

			Both Morales brothers had missed serving in the Bay of Pigs invasion. Pucho was installed in the strike force team, but he suffered an appendicitis attack while in Santo Domingo before the deployment of the team. He was flown from the island for surgery in the States, while Ricardo was recruited by a unit separate from 2506. His role in the ongoing actions against Cuba came in Joaquin Sanjenis’s CIA-sponsored side project called Operation 40—an elite specialized unit created parallel to Brigade 2506—and would continue for years after the Bay of Pigs invasion.
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			There has been a fair amount written about Operation 40, with varying accounts as to its purpose, its actual use, and the level of the CIA’s involvement in its operation. The team has been covered in the pages of books, articles, and testimony. Far more scant, however, is the mention of Operation 40 in any official declassified CIA documents, outside of a couple of casual mentions to an entity referenced by third parties. Its organizer and lead recruiter, Joaquin Sanjenis (sometimes Luis Sanjenis, Jose Sanjenis Perdomo, Sam Jenis, and AMOT-2), another defecting Castro officer, first came to the US seeking asylum in February 1960.59 He was serving a post in the Ministry of the Treasury when he split from Castro’s regime. He became an asset for the CIA and compiled a squad consisting of specialized mercenaries during the assembly of Brigade 2506.

			Sanjenis screened all potential Operation 40 candidates whose paperwork was funneled to him from local recruitment stations. An Agency memo regarding the relocation of a recruitment office in Miami dated April 6, 1961, directed personnel to channel incoming applications to “AMOT-2’s office for checking.”60 Sanjenis had provided the Agency with the initial information on Ricardo Morales, confirming the exile’s arrival in Miami but the FRD’s inability to locate him.

			Morales and Pucho were eventually found by Sanjenis when he came across their names on a signup sheet at a church on SW 27th Avenue.61 Operation 40 was designed as an intelligence unit, initially tasked with preparing files on the recruited Cuban exiles to weed out potential Castro operatives. Then, after the planned Bay of Pigs offensive on Cuban soil to depose Castro, Operation 40 was to infiltrate Cuban government offices, secure all documentation for examination, and function as temporary administration while the official reorganization was underway.62

			After restructuring Cuba’s administration, the unit was slated to take on a secondary function. They still needed to obtain classified information not found on paper in government offices, which would then necessitate the interrogation of officials. For some of the more dangerous Castro officers, Operation 40 would need to enforce a more permanent solution. Frank Sturgis, the gringo Operation 40 agent who would later serve as a Watergate burglar, later stated, “[Operation 40] would, upon orders, naturally, assassinate either members of the military or the political parties of the foreign country that you were going to infiltrate, and, if necessary, some of your own members who were suspected of being foreign agents. We were concentrating strictly in Cuba at that particular time.”63

			The Virginia-born Sturgis first met Fidel Castro in 1957,64 and he then moved to Cuba to train under him, eventually rising to become Director of Security for the Cuban Air Force.65 He soon began supplying the CIA and FBI with intelligence, then defected to the US on June 30, 1959 after Joaquin Sanjenis tipped him off that Raul Castro had gotten word he was providing information. Sturgis became one of the very few American-born operatives in the CIA’s Cuban initiative.

			Up in Washington, the Kennedy administration sat with egg on their face after the Bay of Pigs debacle that only seemed to embolden Fidel Castro and add to the myth of the unflappable dictator. The White House continued to devise plans over the next year that would appear in the administration’s reports. Throughout the planning and revision process, one fact remained consistent—direct involvement of the US military was off the table. Therefore, the use of more indirect and covert penetration was required.

			A November 30, 1961 memo from President Kennedy laid the foundation for his anti-Castro effort, titled “Operation Mongoose.” The memorandum stated, “We will use our available assets to go ahead with the discussed project in order to help Cuba overthrow the communist regime.”66 The use of the Cuban exiles was part of the proposed planning, further ensuring that US forces would not be visible in the effort. Its objective, as explicitly stated by US Air Force Gen. Edward Lansdale, was “to help the Cubans overthrow the Communist regime from within Cuba and institute a new government with which the United States can live in peace.”67

			Over the next few months, a host of tactics were created to incite overthrow from the inside, including a propaganda machine to both encourage Cuban revolt while demoralizing Castro. One such tactic, outlined in a January 30, 1962 memorandum, called for a massive air drop of leaflets that placed a bounty for the delivery or assassination of various members of Castro’s regime.68 The list would serve to create dissension, and the last line of the price list would strike a blow to Castro’s ego:

			a.Informer—$20,000

			b.Cell Leader—$40,000

			c.Block Leader—$45,000

			d.Department Head—$57,000

			e.Foreign Communist—$97,000

			f.Government Officials—$100,000

			g.Castro—.02 cents69

			After months of strategizing methods to keep US troops off Cuban soil, the administration finally broached the topic of direct US military involvement. If the administration was to initiate an offensive on Cuba, they needed a justification. The extent they were willing to go is most evident in an April 12 memo to Gen. Lansdale from the Joint Chiefs:

			We could develop a Communist Cuban terror campaign in the Miami area, in other Florida cities and even in Washington. The terror campaign could be pointed at Cuban refugees seeking haven in the United States. We could sink a boatload of Cubans enroute to Florida (real or simulated). We could foster attempts on lives of Cuban refugees in the United States even to the extent of wounding in instances to be widely publicized. Exploding a few plastic bombs in carefully chosen spots, the arrest of a Cuban agent and the release of prepared documents substantiating Cuban involvement also would be helpful in projecting the idea of an irresponsible government.70

			While none of that came to pass, the US did use the CIA-trained exiles in Operation 40 for strategic strikes on Cuban assets. After the stain of the Bay of Pigs, Operation 40 continued to operate under the radar. Sources close to Sanjenis were quoted in a 1975 New York Times piece saying after the Bay of Pigs, Sanjenis “expanded his activities here with ‘full backing of the CIA.’”71
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			On June 7, 1963, Ricardo Morales and nine other operatives boarded two seventeen-foot speedboats from the Operation 40 Florida base and headed for the shores of Matanzas, Cuba.72 At five a.m. the following morning, they disembarked on the Cuban shore and proceeded to set up camp and review their plans for three days before setting out and striking their target.

			The Arechabala Corporation Refinery was a multi-million dollar facility standing two miles east of the group’s setup on the Bay of Cardenas. The operatives maintained radio contact with the JMWAVE base, staying abreast of intercepted radio transmissions from Cuba regarding security and policing of the waters. The oil tanks of the refinery were in the crosshairs of Morales and the other demolition experts burrowed in the sands of the Matanzas shoreline.

			On the third day, the group became self-conscious about having stayed in the same location, and they coordinated with the Florida base for a move. They packed up under cover of night, boarded the two boats, and headed to Cayo Blanco, a mile and a half off the coast of Varadero Beach and northeast of their target in Cardenas. At dawn, they got within a hundred meters of the Cayo shoreline when their first sign of trouble appeared—a massive 110-foot naval frigate chopped through the waters behind the two boats. Morales and the team were undoubtedly spotted. Manolo Oraza, the Operation 40 officer leading the small team, made the call to plow forward. They cranked the speedboats for the coast, confident they’d outrun the ship. The frigate would bottom out if it approached Cayo Blanco’s shallow shoreline, so it couldn’t pursue much farther anyway.

			The Florida base had not provided any intel about naval ships on the route that day nor any days prior. It seemed like a sneak attack, like the Cuban navy was lying in wait for the exiles. But fate makes for far less entertaining fare. Nothing was coming over the radio because the naval frigate wasn’t patrolling, nor did it have any intelligence on their mission. Unbeknownst to the invading forces, it just so happened another event, a very unofficial one, had occurred on the same morning as the planned raid.

			Fidel Castro wanted to go fishing.

			The dictator had directed his navy to the waters off Varadero Beach at sunrise where the biting was to his standards, when the ship came upon the two boats. They gave chase, but the speedboats kept far ahead.

			Once ashore, the exile group sent one man up a pine tree to serve as lookout while the others hunkered down and reviewed their plans. Whoever had just discovered them would order a sweep of the shorelines and land masses off the coast. Operation 40 needed to hit the target that night.

			“The frigate is back!” It was the lookout atop the tree, shouting down to the troop. The ship had approached within a hundred fifty meters, close enough that Morales could read the Las Villas No. 57 printed on the side. They crouched and watched as four heavily armed men left the ship, loaded into a small motorboat, and sped toward the shoreline. The exile brigade instinctively raised their weapons and set their scopes on the approaching soldiers, but halted, deciding to wait for the men to come ashore rather than allow their gunfire to give away their position.

			The exiles slipped back into the brush on the shoreline, out of sight from the frigate, and watched the four Cuban soldiers come ashore. The exiles allowed the approaching men to come into the thicket and then leapt out, shouting to drop their weapons.

			The Cuban soldiers hit the ground, but one of them fired off two rounds from his submachine gun. The exiles returned fire, striking and killing two of the soldiers, and capturing the other two. There was no doubt that the troops on the ship had heard the exchange of gunfire and would launch reinforcements. The exiles would be sitting ducks for an approaching armada and air assault if they stayed.

			They bound the Cuban soldiers’ hands, boarded the speedboats with their prisoners, and sped the hell out of Cayo. The plan was to outrun the frigate, hit the refinery in broad daylight, and take to the water again, back to the Florida base with their two prisoners.

			Oraza’s boat sped through water too shallow and ground to a halt, bottoming out as the battleship closed in on them. The exiles’ second boat circled back to Oraza’s when it was obvious he couldn’t maneuver the motor to free it. Morales and the others jumped out and began pushing the boat as Oraza wriggled the motor, though to no avail. The water began to pop around the struggling exiles as the Cuban soldiers began firing four-inch shells at them. Mud clogged the churning pump on Oraza’s boat, and the engine growled and began to flame.

			The ship was gaining. They wouldn’t keep missing for long. The Operation 40 agents returned fire while still trying to rock the boat free. Evangelio Rufin was hit in the back in the chaotic exchange and fell into the water.

			Fuck the boats. The team helped Rufin to his feet, grabbed the two hostages, and stomped through the shallow water to the shoreline of the Cayo.

			The frigate couldn’t move any closer to shore, and the mercenaries dodged gunfire, landing in the swampy channels in the Cayo brush. They followed a path to a canal and slowed when they came upon an eighteen-foot boat, where an old man was fishing. He froze, fear in his eyes, thinking the Castro militia had come upon him in the swamp. The exiles explained that they needed help getting away from the navy and whatever forces had been dispatched. Castro’s men likely saw the hostages and wouldn’t turn away with men of their own held captive.

			“I don’t have enough gasoline,” the fisherman said. One of the soldiers placed a rifle against his stomach, which was sufficient to facilitate his help. The twelve men boarded the boat, which lowered its top edge nearly to the waterline. The fisherman crept along, trying to keep the vessel from taking on too much water over the top. A mosquito landing on one of the soldiers would’ve sent the boat under.

			The operatives shot each other looks when they heard planes buzzing overhead, no doubt Castro’s Air Force searching for them. They took cover under a sail they unfurled and pulled over themselves. The old man followed the canal out to sea and reported the frigate was no longer in the open water. They continued to listen for planes as the boat crept along, eventually coming upon a thirty-six foot fishing boat marked Cardenas Fishing Cooperative. The old man stopped beside the larger boat and asked for gasoline, but the captain was no doubt preoccupied by the sight of a dozen soldiers crawling out from under a tarp. He forgot the gasoline request.

			“I’ve wanted to get away from this island a long time,” he confessed to the exiles. “I will go with you to Florida.”

			They had their ride. They all loaded into the fishing boat and made it to the Florida Keys on June 12 without incident. The US Coast Guard responded and took everyone into custody, while an ambulance carted Rufin to the hospital. Morales and the rest of the Operation 40 crew were released, but the two hostages and fisherman were detained.

			New York Times sources close to Sanjenis reported that by the mid-1960s, his Operation 40 was going full throttle, working with a budget of about $2 million a year. It also had logistical support in the form of a private plane for members traveling between south Florida and several South American countries.

			“It was like a small secret army,” one Cuban recalled to The New York Times.73 Morales would serve that secret army for a few more years, with his final mission into Cuba involving the involuntary commandeering of a military helicopter without Operation 40 knowledge. He directed the pilot from an air base in Cuba to fly him to a designated spot, likely with a gun at his ribcage or at least the mention of one.

			As the chopper neared the location, Ricardo directed the pilot to lower it closer to the ground, as he needed to hit a small target from directly above. Lower still, steadied and hovering, Morales opened the side door and leaned out, dropping his parcel on its mark. Bingo.

			Before closing the door, Morales pulled out a camera and snapped a photo of the dozen roses lying perfectly centered on Raul Morales Despau’s grave.
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			If the Bay of Pigs debacle wasn’t confirmation that US intervention in Cuba was slipping from Kennedy’s priority list, the events of October 1962 were. The peak of Cold War fears of nuclear annihilation came in the staredown between President Kennedy and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev over the placement of Russian nuclear armaments in Cuba. After a warning to Khrushchev from Kennedy, the White House received confirmation via surveillance photos of military build-up in Cuba. The pictures, taken by US aircraft on October 14, showed the construction of bases housing medium-range and intermediate-range ballistic nuclear missiles in Cuba.74

			So began the collision course between two global superpowers with the capability to shred the planet, as the Joint Chiefs of Staff supported both an air strike to destroy the missiles and a subsequent US invasion of Cuba. A more diplomatic approach touted by some in the administration called for continued warnings to the USSR and further monitoring of the military build-up. Kennedy landed between the two options and ordered a naval quarantine of Cuba on October 22, cutting off incoming supplies and weaponry in the seas surrounding the island. Khrushchev responded by calling the quarantine an “act of aggression” and stated the Soviet ships would proceed past the blockade, potentially setting up a cataclysmic game of chicken.75 That, combined with continued surveillance photos indicating the Russian missile launching points nearing completion, slid the DEFCON number up to 2, signaling a highly elevated global threat.
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