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PREFACE


What began as a chronicle of Fidel Castro’s final chapter and the transition that would follow his anticipated death, evolved into a very different book. After all, Castro didn’t die, even though by his own account, he had been mortally stricken on July 27, 2006. He then endured a series of botched surgeries and life-threatening infections that would have felled any other. But through sheer grit and, no doubt, a healthy sprinkling of vengeance, Castro lived on, refusing to surrender, retreat, or die.


For the next three years, cosseted in state-of-the-art hospital and convalescent suites, Castro could reflect on his life with some satisfaction. He had achieved the goals that most mattered to him, not least of which was his personal and political survival. And he had lived to see the fiftieth anniversary of the Revolution he had fought for in the hills of Oriente.


Equally satisfying to him, as well, was the array of sympathetic leftist governments installed throughout Latin America. While struggling with the indignities of collapsing health, Castro could find solace by merely casting his eye across a map of the hemisphere. There were the diehard socialist compañeros, Hugo Chávez of Venezuela and Evo Morales of Bolivia, followed by a second tier of allies, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva in Brazil, Cristina Kirchner in Argentina, Rafael Correa in Ecuador, Michelle Bachelet in Chile, and the recent additions of stalwarts Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua and Mauricio Funes in El Salvador. The latter, along with Costa Rica, re-established diplomatic relations with Cuba in 2009, the last holdouts in Latin America to do so. The final coup was an apology Castro extracted from President Álvaro Colom of Guatemala, who “officially ask[ed] Cuba for forgiveness” for his country’s role as a launching pad for the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961.


There were other auspicious signs that favored the Cuban strongman. In October 2008, the United Nations General Assembly voted for the seventeenth consecutive time to condemn the U.S. embargo of Cuba—this time by a vote of 185 to 3. Castro would also have relished George W. Bush’s inglorious return to Crawford, Texas, having failed to implement his much-touted plan of “regime change” to bring democracy to Cuba.


The inauguration of President Barack Obama, in itself, was a game changer. Soon after, a poll by Bendixen & Associates concluded that the attitudes of Cuban-Americans had undergone a sea change—with 67 percent now in favor of lifting travel restrictions to Cuba for all Americans, an eighteen-point leap from three years ago.


Because of the ever-changing facts on the ground, this book evolved from an investigation and meditation on Cuba’s Marathon Man to a trilogy: Fidel’s near death and protracted finale; his enemies and their fifty-year war to dislodge him; and the meticulously planned succession and early reign of his brother Raúl.


The first section, The Long Dying, chronicles the story of Castro’s greatest battle: pushing back at death’s door with the nimbleness (or luck) of Lazarus. The reporting involved permeating the hermetically sealed bubble around the fiercely private and officially retired Castro through contacts with family members, doctors, and colleagues. With some of his health restored, the phoenix-like Comandante could not resist meddling in affairs of state. To this end, Castro created two new roles for himself: Fidel the Wizard, pulling the strings from behind the curtain, and as his country’s Pundit in Chief, to whom attention must be paid.


Part Two, The Fidel Obsession, is the saga of Castro’s most dedicated enemies and their unique relationship with the political leadership of Miami and Washington. By virtue of political and personal longevity, Castro lived to see many of his foes fall before him. His most daunting challenger, Jorge Mas Canosa, the powerful exile leader and founder of the Cuban-American National Foundation, died of cancer in 1997.


However, two former schoolmates of Castro persevered, becoming his most indefatigable would-be assassins. In the end, Luis Posada Carriles and Orlando Bosch matched Castro in grit and determination, but not in strategy or wiles. Nevertheless, their lifelong quest to eliminate Castro—notwithstanding significant civilian casualties—was not without admirers. Among them were some supporters of three Bush administrations, two in the White House and a third in Florida when Jeb Bush was governor. Castro loathed and, to a degree, feared the Bush family—viewing them as allies of his most committed enemies.


The overt and covert actions to topple Castro began as a parallel story of the Cold War. Thereafter, la lucha —the struggle—would continue, nourished by a scorched-earth ethos, an anti-Castro industry, and inconsolable heartbreak.


Part Three, Raúl’s Reign, is the story of Raúl Castro’s halting entrance to center stage in Havana after his brother succumbed to infirmity. I have focused on the political and personal history of Cuba’s new leaders—with particular scrutiny of Raúl and his inner circle—their background, their ideology, and the differences that mark Raúl from his older sibling.


Drawing on almost two decades of covering Cuban and Miami politics, I have sought to provide some historical and cultural context throughout on what is certainly the most contested piece of real estate in the Western Hemisphere. The unique political ecosystems of the twin capitals of Cuba—Havana and Miami—have each done their part in fostering and ensuring a half century of hostility between the world’s premier superpower and a Caribbean island. I have also made some brief detours into a few arenas that, to my thinking, have preternaturally infused Cuban political culture: informing, spying, alcoholism, and suicide.


Rarely appreciated is the fact that Cuba has led the hemisphere in suicides for centuries—a macabre phenomenon dating back to the Spanish conquest. Pervasive spying and snitching are also century-old traditions that were ramped up to a Stasi science after the Revolution. These will likely prove to be the most corrosive feature of the Castro legacy.


For the benefit of the new reader, it has been necessary to recapitulate some of the history and material from previous articles and books of mine, notably Cuba Confidential. The charts of the Castro family, Raúl’s government, the political players, and timeline will hopefully further assist navigation for those new to the Cuban waters. Because this is neither a history of Cuba nor a biography of Castro, readers seeking more background might look toward any of the estimable volumes or writers cited in my endnotes.


On a general note, when a source in the text is not identified, it is not by oversight. Identification in Cuba, and to a lesser degree in Miami, and even Washington, is not without peril. It is one of the many obstacles in reporting on Cuba; another, of course, is the government’s refusal to provide or verify any information they do not want reported. This ranges from the Castros’ work schedules to quotidian family information, to data on sensitive topics such as prostitution. As imperfect a process as this may be, in my experience the more reliable information has never come from the government—including the two most famous Castros—but rather from former officials, family members, and the words and thoughts of ordinary Cubans, witnessing their history unfold.


On January 1, 2009, Fidel and Raúl Castro celebrated a half century of rule. Two weeks later, Barack Obama became the forty-fourth president of the United States. To the Castro brothers, however, Obama was simply the eleventh batter to step up to the plate. All told, not a shabby record for a brother duo from the two-horse town of Birán, Cuba. These are big numbers—and ones that beg a certain reckoning. This book, I hope, will offer some answers and reflections on the diplomatic train wreck that has passed for U.S.-Cuba relations and what the future may look like for both countries.


The fifty-year, high-stakes showdown between Washington and Havana is likely to culminate not in a final glorious duel but in a resignation born of fatigue. And there will be indisputable winners and losers—mostly losers—as the Obama administration wades into the troubled waters of the U.S.-Cuba relationship.


In heralding the new administration, Raúl Castro tossed out a provocative proposal, indeed a trade: Cuba would send fifty-five of its most high-value political prisoners, mostly human-rights activists, to the U.S. in exchange for the return of Los Cinco Héroes, the five Cubans convicted of spying in Miami in 2001 who are lauded by the Cuban government as martyrs. “Let’s make a gesture for a gesture,” declared Raúl Castro. “If they want the dissidents, we’ll send them tomorrow, with their families and all. But let them return our Five Heroes.” (In June 2009, the Supreme Court declined to hear an appeal of their case.) The rhetoric came straight out of the Castro playbook—equating spying with dissidence. It was also trademark Castro strategy at work: get your players back while exporting your enemies.


Fidel Castro was a pyrrhic warrior with an epic commitment to battle, regardless of the cost. His legacy is a complex one: a tattered country but a proud people. While one can snipe at the eroded state of the Revolution’s declared triumphs of health care, education, and sports, Castro’s undisputed gift to his country was nationalism. His credo was simple: Cuba would bow to no one.


Castro articulated his nationalist philosophy during his first visit to the U.S. in 1959, declining U.S. aid if tied to any conditions. Cuba would not be a beggar country, he proclaimed, regardless of deprivation or suffering. (In a peerless Castro syllogism, he justified the Soviet Union’s patronage as a symbiotic “strategic relationship,” while refusing to cash a single check for the U.S. lease on Guantánamo, granted a laughable $4,085 a year as negotiated in 1934). Nor would he accept humanitarian aid for the devastating hurricanes of 2008 if not given directly to a government agency. Never mind that damages from the withering storms topped $10 billion or that a half million Cubans lost their homes.


Castro’s refusal reminded me of an afternoon I spent in a crumbling Vedado apartment in Havana in 1994 with José Rodríguez Feo, the great Cuban intellectual and former aristocrat who stayed behind and supported the Revolution. The engine that propelled Castro, Rodríguez Feo explained to me, was not his brain but his pride. “He destroyed this country,” he said, “because of his pride.”


Until 2009, U.S. forays into engagement with Cuba were a lot like a New Yorker cartoon by Robert Mankoff. The 1994 cartoon depicted an imperious businessman standing behind his desk, dodging a lunch date with a phone caller. “No, Thursday’s out. How about never?” went the caption. “Is never good for you?”


Matters shifted four months into the Obama presidency when Washington began a tiptoe retreat from fifty years of policy informed by the Cold War. The insistent saber rattling and ultimatums of megaphone diplomacy suddenly ceased, supplanted by quiet and cautious negotiations.


The new Washington policy makers abandoned their traditional reactive role for one that was proactive. A good example came in March 2009 when the Castro brothers purged some fifteen key government players followed by confessional apologies from its victims. Typically, such reactionary moves prompted a reentrenchment and condemnation from the U.S. This time, Washington played its cards more shrewdly. In April, an undisclosed meeting was arranged between Thomas Shannon, assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs, and Jorge Bolaños, the chief of Cuba’s Interests Section in Washington. It was there that the U.S. expressed its hopes and concerns. Soon after, the administration announced it was lifting restrictions on travel and financial remittances for Cuban-Americans to the island, fulfilling a campaign pledge. The Obama team had grasped the wisdom that more visitors and contacts with Cuba, not less, were more likely to facilitate democratic change.


Days later, Raúl Castro responded in kind. “We have sent word to the U.S. government in private and in public that we are willing to discuss everything—human rights, freedom of the press, political prisoners, everything.” As was his wont, Fidel soon contradicted his younger sibling, suggesting that human rights would not be on the agenda and that détente was not all that imminent. “There is no doubt that the president misinterpreted Raúl’s statements,” he wrote in his next “Reflections” column, before throwing water on the geniality and good cheer that marked the exchanges between Obama and his brother. Fidel then fired off a series of qualifiers, one being that Cuba would continue to charge a hefty tax, roughly 20 percent, on remittances sent from exiles. It was, he insisted, a necessary redistribution of wealth for Cuba’s neediest.


Regardless of Fidel’s reflexive naysaying, there was movement, albeit back and forth, but favoring the latter. Suddenly, the atmosphere was oxygenated and the scene was set for Barack Obama’s groundbreaking invitation for a rapprochement with the island. “The United States seeks a new beginning with Cuba,” Obama proclaimed in his opening comments at the Summit of the Americas on April 17. “I know there is a longer journey that must be traveled to overcome decades of mistrust, but there are critical steps we can take toward a new day.”


How many steps will be taken on this journey depends on several factors. Among them are the amount of diplomatic capital the Obama administration is prepared to spend, the degree of economic desperation in Cuba, and the actuarial tables for Fidel Castro.


Just one thing is certain: after a half century, the “Age of Never” has ended.


Ann Louise Bardach


July 2009





PART ONE
THE LONG
DYING



“I will be dignified until the last day of my life.”


—Fidel Castro, 1954 letter
to his half-sister Lidia Castro







CHAPTER ONE


The Pursuit of Immortality


The dying began on July 27, 2006. It was not scheduled, nor was it supposed to end this way. Certainly, it would have been hard to imagine a final coda less appealing to Fidel Castro—a proud and prudish man who zealously guarded his personal privacy. But there it was, splayed across the front pages of newspapers and websites five months after his near-death following emergency surgery. There, too, were chapter and verse of virtually every inch of the intestinal tract of Cuba’s Maximum Leader—from the hepatic flexure straight on to the end. For Castro, an obsessive autocrat and micromanager of matters big and small, nothing could have been more distressing. His steely control over his island fiefdom had been threatened; the moat around his personal life had been breached, and his patient confidentiality violated. Indeed, Fidel Castro had been sidelined as the master of his own fate.


A new portrait—that of a frail octogenarian clinging to life—had supplanted his carefully crafted persona of the vigilant guerrero (warrior). And with his infirmity, Castro’s fierce grip on the largest island in the Caribbean finally began to loosen.


Disbelief and wonder transfixed millions of Cubans on both sides of the Florida Straits. Could it be that Fidel Castro was mortal? But as befitted a movie star dictator—and the world’s longest-reigning head of state—Castro would take his time leaving the stage. That exit, with periodic finales, was fated to be a marathon: a personal epic one might be tempted to call The Fideliad.


On July 26, 2006, Castro participated in the usual anniversary celebrations of the Cuban Revolution. The centerpiece of the festivities was, as always, a commemoration of the failed attack he had led on the Moncada military garrison in 1953 in Santiago de Cuba at the eastern end of the island known as Oriente. Outnumbered ten to one, almost half of Castro’s 134 guerrillas had been captured and killed, and some brutally tortured. It was at Castro’s subsequent trial that he famously declared, “Condemn me, it does not matter. History will absolve me.”


The first stop of the 2006 commemoration for Castro was in the historic city of Bayamo, where in 1953, a second division of his troops had attacked the army garrison. The visit raised the odd eyebrow, as Bayamo had never been enshrined in post-revolutionary texts to the extent of the Moncada barracks. Some Castro critics pointed to the fact that he had not been part of the Bayamo attack and that the three leaders who led the raid had broken ranks with their obstinate comrade soon afterward. But there was no denying Bayamo’s historical significance, most notable during the country’s long independence wars from Spain. The Cuban national anthem, “El Himno de Bayamo,” also known as “La Bayamesa,” famously declares, “Que morir por la Patria es vivir”—“to die for the homeland is to live.” Castro would gloss the sentiment still further, spinning it into the revolutionary slogan of Patria o Muerte— Country or Death.


Shortly after 7 a.m., presumably to spare him from the blistering summer heat, Castro delivered his annual “Triumphs of the Revolution” speech in the city’s Plaza de la Patria. Some one hundred thousand of the faithful were bused in from neighboring towns, and stood waving small paper Cuban flags. There were fewer of Castro’s usual improvisational riffs and even less passion; the speech ran a mere two and a half hours, brevity itself by his standards. Still, when many in the crowd dropped their flags, Castro egged them on: “It is good exercise, so keep on waving them.”


Castro gave an even briefer recitation in nearby Holguín. And as the day wore on, it was clear that El Comandante was not himself, but visibly uncomfortable, piqued and coughing. In fact, he was in crippling pain. “I thought that would be the end of it,” he later reflected. Hours later, he was flown back to Havana and rushed to CIMEQ hospital (Center for Medical-Surgical Studies), Cuba’s foremost medical facility.


The next day, July 27, he underwent extensive intestinal surgery. The operation—a surgical shortcut that Castro insisted upon—failed. Abscessed material leaked into the peritoneal cavity, which led to peritonitis. Matters quickly worsened as systemic blood poisoning set in. For the next week, Castro hovered between life and death. The odds of anyone, never mind a man inches from his eighth decade, surviving such a surgical catastrophe were slim.


Undeniably, Castro had been blessed with an auspicious destiny—cheating death over and over and driving his foes (about one million of his countrymen) into exile. He savored with rich satisfaction the idea that he had swatted away ten American presidents as if they were so many pesky flies: squaring off against Eisenhower, besting Kennedy, ignoring Johnson, and charging straight on through Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton. It was a run that ended with a most satisfying finale, facing off against Barack Obama after dispatching the one he most reviled, George W. Bush. Relentlessness, a chess master’s ability to see several moves ahead, and a genius for public relations appeared to have been embedded in Castro’s DNA.


His had been a life of “the best laid plans,” but now his fate was in the hands of others. A week earlier, Castro had made a last-minute decision to attend the Mercosur Summit in Córdoba, Argentina, at the urging of his devoted friend, Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez. Castro enjoyed a busy calendar of activities, including a visit to the childhood home of his martyred comrade, Che Guevara, in the town of Alta Gracia.


But the Argentine sojourn concluded with a raucous confrontation with reporters during a photo op of Summit leaders. A Cuban-American television journalist, Juan Manuel Cao, peppered Castro with queries about the fate of a prominent neurosurgeon denied a visa to leave Cuba. “Who pays you?” fumed Castro, erupting into a tirade captured on videotape.


After he fell ill, one insider at the Ministry of Health speculated that Castro’s burst of canine fury with the insistent reporter had brought on a fresh and furious bout of diverticulitis. The painful, recurrent intestinal infection had dogged him since the 1970s and reportedly first required surgery in the 1980s. (Diverticulosis is a relatively common condition of the aging colon, characterized by outpouchings—or diverticula—in the lining of the colon, or large intestine. When the diverticula become infected, bleed, or rupture, the condition becomes diverticulitis, which can be exceedingly painful and potentially life-threatening.)


Consistent with the pattern of some sufferers, Castro’s attacks often followed events that filled him with frustration or severe stress. The colon or gut, sometimes referred to as “the second brain” by psychologists, is susceptible to mental duress. (About 95 percent of the neurotransmitter serotonin and direct nerve connections to the brain reside in the colon.)


Though the sudden severity of his condition may have caught him by surprise, Castro was not unprepared. He had known for some time that another intestinal surgery was in his future—sooner rather than later. He had even contacted his former wife, Myrta Díaz-Balart, and asked her to come to Havana for support during the operation.


Castro almost certainly suffered from a condition sometimes known as “‘malignant’ diverticulitis,” a variant form of the most severe diverticulitis of the sigmoid colon. The condition is not cancer. However, it often has a similar progression, with comparable morbidity and mortality rates. For those over seventy-five, it can be particularly vengeful. According to a report authored by Leon Morgenstern, MD, director of surgery at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center for thirty-five years, “This form of the disease pursues a relentless course of chronic sepsis, recurrent fistulization, and eventual death due to one or more complications of the disease.”


Consequently, Castro’s chosen handlers could deny that he had colon cancer with its implied finality. But in truth, Castro’s illness, which cascaded into multiple complications, was equally challenging. It was just a matter of time.


Few had devoted as much thought and resources toward scripting their final days and legacy as the Cuban commander in chief, who approached his mortal end with the same obsessive zeal he had lavished on his life. As a young man, Fidel Castro ordained that he would live and die with pride and honor. He wrote his half-sister Lidia from prison when he was just twenty-eight years old, “I have enough dignity to spend twenty years in here or die of rage beforehand.…” Then he assured her: “Don’t worry about me; you know I have a heart of steel.”


From childhood onward, Castro cultivated the image of himself as an icon of endurance: honing his stamina and discipline, maintaining ramrod-perfect military posture, and working without rest. “I made myself into a revolutionary,” he declared proudly in 2005. For decades, his enemies insistently prophesied his imminent demise—only to recant. “Immortal—until proven otherwise,” became the ghoulish quip heard around Miami’s Calle Ocho, Eighth Street, the Mecca of Cuban exile life. Certainly, if vengeance were the fuel of immortality, Castro would have lived forever. “I cannot think of a worse loser than Fidel,” his good friend, the novelist Gabriel García Márquez, once observed.


Survival—simply staying alive—and the suggestion of immortality were central to Castro’s iconography. He cheerfully floated the wildly hyperbolic estimate that he had survived 631 assassination attempts. In fact, the number of serious plots, as opposed to the hare-brained ones, did not exceed the realm of double digits. Nevertheless, gamy survival was as much a political act of defiance as a personal quest. A soldier, a warrior, Castro was shown always in uniform, the sentinel forever on guard against his island’s enemies. Castro preened and exulted in the fact that he had defeated the hopes and schemes of a half century of White House occupants.


A master of propaganda, Castro was a peerless mythmaker. Of central importance was the myth of his own indomitability. To that end, Castro decreed that his family, personal life, and health were strictly off-limits. The government’s airtight control over information mandated that such quotidian matters as Castro’s marital and paternity status, even his daily schedule, were taboo for public consumption. In 2003, seeking to quell rumors of his declining health, Castro invited the maverick director Oliver Stone to film him having an electrocardiogram for Stone’s documentary Looking for Fidel.


But those close to him knew that Castro had long battled a host of infirmities, from the nuisance of dermatitis, and the indignities and chronic pain of diverticulitis, to high blood pressure, elevated cholesterol, and a series of small strokes. In the past decade, he had become fastidious about his health and diet and traveled with his own medical entourage, along with emergency resuscitators, defibrillators, and oxygen tanks. Often he was accompanied by his cardiologist, Dr. Eugenio Selman Housein-Abdo, or another specialist well acquainted with his medical issues. As an added precaution, a twenty-four-hour state-ofthe-art emergency room was installed on the fourth floor of the Palace of the Revolution, the scrupulously guarded bastion where Castro has his offices and where the Council of State meets.


Personal information about the Castro family has leaked out incrementally, sometimes through the testimony of high-level government defectors, but more often through the indiscretions of family members, neighbors, and hospital employees. Much of it travels via Radio Bemba, literally Radio Lips, as the lightning-quick transmission of word-of-mouth news is known. It has proven on occasion to be remarkably accurate, reaching many ears on and off the island.


On July 28, Radio Bemba rumbled to a roar when a convoy of three cars—two white Ladas with Fidel’s signature black Mercedes sandwiched between them—raced up Avenida del Paseo and parked outside the Palace of the Revolution. Built by Fulgencio Batista for the country’s Supreme Court, the palace adjoins the offices of the Communist Party’s Central Committee. Castro’s primary doctor leapt from the center limousine and hurried inside the building. “People talked about how unusual it was to see his cars like that,” said one habanera who happened to be passing by at the time.


For three days, a murky quiet cloaked Havana. The news blackout was in eerie counterpoint to the squads of government officials seen scurrying between the offices of the Central Committee and those in the Presidential Palace. The silence broke dramatically on July 31. At 9:15 p.m., the nightly newscast was interrupted for an unprecedented breaking news bulletin. The camera then cut away to Castro’s faithful aide and personal assistant, Carlos Valenciaga. Looking dour and drawn, the thirty-three-year-old Valenciaga read a prepared statement, purportedly written by Fidel Castro earlier in the evening.


“Because of the enormous effort involved in visiting the Argentine city of Córdoba to attend the Mercosur meeting… and immediately afterward attending the commemoration of the 53rd anniversary of the attack on the Moncada and Carlos Manuel de Céspedes barracks, the 26th of July of 1953, in the provinces of Granma and Holguín, days and nights of continuous work with hardly any sleep have caused my health, which has withstood all tests, to fall victim to extreme stress to the point of collapse. This has caused an acute intestinal crisis with sustained bleeding that has obliged me to undergo a complicated surgical operation… [which] will force me to take several weeks of rest, away from my responsibilities and duties.”


The missive went on to declare a temporary transfer of power to several high-ranking ministers, with the most crucial responsibilities going to his seventy-five-year-old brother, Raúl, the head of the Armed Forces. The other appointed custodian was Carlos Lage Dávila, Cuba’s economic czar, and one of the younger members of the Politburo at a spry fifty-four years of age.


Though the televised statement was meant to reassure the world of the stability of both Castro’s health and his government, it had the opposite effect. Many Cubans, long inured to unreported news on Castro’s health or personal life, translated the announcement as meaning that El Máximo Líder was indeed dead. No one—anywhere—had any doubt that Fidel Castro was grievously, if not mortally, ill.


Before Valenciaga had finished his remarks, the island, Miami, and Washington were electrified with speculation. Habaneros scooted into hallways and huddled with neighbors or lunged for their phones to rehash and decode the announcement with relatives and friends. Those lucky enough to have internet access cranked up their third-generation computers to any available phone line and searched for non-Cuban news reports.


To outside appearances, however, Havana, Santiago, and other major cities on the island were suffused with a stony calm. The streets were filled not with revelers but with police and soldiers who shooed residents back into their homes, dispersing even small groups of stragglers. Dubbed “Operación Caguairán” by Raúl Castro, who oversaw its maneuvers, the government’s response was a long-established contingency plan to ensure order and stability in the event of just such an extraordinary occurrence. The plan was named for the caguairán tree, indigenous to Cuba, and renowned for the rock-hard core of its trunk. Previously, it had been a favored epithet Castro used to describe himself. “This popular mobilization, in silence and without the least boasting, guaranteed the preservation of the Revolution from any attempted military aggression,” Raúl Castro said of the operation in an interview with the state-run newspaper, Granma, months later. He added that it was a necessary precaution, lest certain unnamed forces in Washington “turn crazy.”


The mobilization, said to involve up to two hundred thousand enforcers manning the streets, would remain on alert throughout 2006. “Never before, except during the Bay of Pigs [1961] and the Missile Crisis [1962], had Cuba undertaken in its national territory such a mobilization of its troops on such a scale,” editorialized Granma, an indicator of how seriously the Castro brothers had planned for such a transition. In July 2008, Raúl Castro affirmed that the operation remained in effect: “Today defense preparedness is more effective than ever, including Operation Caguairán—which continues successfully.”


Roberto Fernández Retamar, a member of Cuba’s Council of State and an author, congratulated the country and tweaked its northern nemesis on the seamless transition from Fidel to Raúl Castro. “They [the U.S.] had not expected that a peaceful succession was possible,” Retamar crowed to reporters in August of 2006, in an implicit acknowledgment that the reign of Fidel Castro was coming to a close. “A peaceful succession has taken place in Cuba.”


Some revolutionary-minded Cubans expressed heartfelt sadness to journalists. Others fretted that the disappearance of their titanic leader brought as much uncertainty and fear as it did hope. For the silent majority of discontented Cubans, Fidel was an authoritarian strongman, but he also was a known entity, a fact of Cuban life. “He is the devil we know,” said one resident of the well-groomed Havana neighborhood of Miramar. Most Cubans, however, kept their true thoughts to themselves. Certain sentiments were best expressed by a shrug, a roll of the eyes, or with the trademark Cuban wave of the hand by the side of the head, signifying “whatever.”


For many, the news came not a minute too soon. Fidel Fatigue was epidemic from one end of the island to the other, from the humblest sugarcane machetero to overworked, underpaid doctors, to Central Bank employees; it even afflicted delegates of the National Assembly and seeped into the nooks and crannies of the Communist Party. Whether wishing him well or ill, a quiet excitement gripped Cubans as they waited for the next chapter of their collective lives to be revealed.


In Miami, several hundred jubilant Cuban-Americans raced over to Versailles Restaurant on Calle Ocho to celebrate what they believed to be Fidel’s obituary. Some chanted Cuba sí, Castro no! while others sang salsa queen Celia Cruz’s signature sonero, a Cuban ode to survival, called “Ríe y Llora”—“Laugh and Cry.”


They were not alone in thinking that El Comandante had met his Maker. A prominent Geneva banker on the board of the banking behemoth UBS, with firsthand knowledge of Cuba’s numbered Swiss bank accounts, was likewise convinced that Castro had died. Some of Cuba’s funds and Castro’s accounts had long been handled by the Geneva branch of HandelsFinanz—later bought by HSBC Guyerzeller Bank. “He’s a cadaver,” the banker told a close friend, noting that government funds, controlled by Castro, had been transferred, presumably to his brother Raúl, during the final days of July 2006.


As Cuba’s Maximum Leader, with his myriad roles as the president of the country, president of the Council of Ministers, Council of State, and the Communist Party, as well as commander in chief of its Armed Forces, Castro had full access to all of the country’s accounts and holdings. The boundary between the personal and the political, in his case, did not exist. When the Swiss banker was asked why he was convinced that Castro was dead, he responded, “The money would not have been moved, unless he was dead or facing death.”


Castro’s personal wealth was among the most sensitive of topics to him. In May 2006, Forbes magazine ranked Castro as the seventh richest world leader, with an estimated $900 million fortune. It was the first time Castro had merited a spot on the top ten list, a ranking hotly coveted by many a capitalist climber. But Castro—who declared himself a socialist in 1961 and who long prided himself on a spartan, unostentatious lifestyle—was mortified. “We estimate his fortune based on his economic power over a web of state-owned companies, including the Palacio de Convenciones, a convention center near Havana; CIMEX, retail conglomerate; and Medicuba, which sells vaccines and other pharmaceuticals produced in Cuba,” wrote Forbes, noting that Castro “travels exclusively in a fleet of black Mercedes.” There was one especially snarky, unattributed aside that “former Cuban officials living in U.S. assert that he has long skimmed profits,” followed by the cursory disclaimer that “Castro insists his net worth is zero.”


The report infuriated Castro. Immediately, he restricted the use of the Mercedes (some two hundred said to have been a gift from Saddam Hussein), directing officials to drive the graceless Russian-made Ladas and other less showy cars. He soon appeared on his favorite television show, Mesa Redonda (Round Table), and railed against the financial magazine for four hours. “What do I want money for now if I never wanted it before!” he declaimed to his sympathetic host, Randy Alonso.


Castro had previously threatened to sue Forbes for listing him in its annual Billionaire’s Edition. “The revenues of Cuban state companies are used exclusively for the benefit of the people, to whom they belong,” declared a 2004 statement released by the government. “I’ll have the glory of dying without a penny of convertible currency,” Castro assured Ignacio Ramonet, his co-autobiographer, claiming that his salary was a meager $30 a month.


Castro’s protestations were not without merit. True, he was the son of a wealthy land tycoon, but he was also among the least materialistic of statesmen. Part of the Fidel enigma was that he did not spring from the traditional mold of Latin American caudillos—political bosses—with their depthless hunger for all that glitters. There were no chandeliers or disco yachts in the Castro lifestyle. Indeed, in the pantheon of Hispanic strongmen such as Argentina’s Juan Perón, Venezuela’s Marcos Pérez Jiménez, and Mexico’s Carlos Salinas de Gortari, Castro lived in relative austerity. In this respect, he emulated his parents, who, despite their wealth, maintained a lifestyle of striking simplicity grounded in the demands of ranching and farming. “His are the habits of a soldier-monk,” Ramonet noted in Castro’s memoir, My Life. Filmmaker Saul Landau, who spent extended periods with Castro in the 1960s, described him as “part Machiavelli, part Don Quixote, with a philosophy that was half Marxist and half Jesuit.”


In 1955, as Castro prepared to leave prison following his two-year stint for the assault on the Moncada, he wrote his half-sister Lidia, who was organizing his future living arrangements.


Regarding material comforts, if it were not essential to live with a minimum of material decency, believe me I would be happy living in a tenement and sleeping on a cot with a box in which to keep my clothes. I could eat a plate of malanga or potatoes and find it as exquisite as the manna of the Israelites. I could live extravagantly on 40 cents a day spent wisely, despite the high cost of living. I am not exaggerating, I speak with the greatest frankness in the world… it is possible to lack everything and not feel unhappy. Thus, I have learned to live.


Of course, Castro had the very best of whatever he desired and famously indulged his bon vivant cravings for fine food and spirits. In 2009, Juan Reinaldo Sánchez, a former member of Castro’s personal security team for seventeen years, regaled Miami television viewers with “true tales” about a vast complex designed for El Comandante and his family in Havana as well as a private key off the island’s coast with a helicopter pad and private marina. Nevertheless, Castro lacked the acquisitive, materialistic nature of a classic caudillo. It was power, not treasure, that had always interested him. And in this sense, the Marxist of the Tropics had all that he wanted. Cuba was his.


Following his disastrous surgery in late July, Castro battled for life and breath in a private intensive care wing of CIMEQ. Then, in the early days of August, to the astonishment of his medical team, the Cuban leader pushed back against death’s door. Still, more surgeries would be required to keep him alive, and the Cuban titan would never be the same man.


Few were allowed access to Castro’s hospital suite. Among them was his longtime friend and trusted right hand, Chomy, aka Dr. José Miyar Barruecos, who handled Castro’s e-mail and whose relationship with Castro dated back to the early days of the Revolution. Castro’s rarely seen spouse, Dalia Soto del Valle, the mother of five of his sons, visited regularly, as did Castro’s first wife, Myrta Díaz-Balart, mother of his eldest child, Fidelito.


Another visitor, according to one Miami savant, was Father Amado Llorente, Fidel’s beloved teacher from his prep school days at the Jesuit-run Belén school in the early 1940s. The suggestion was that Llorente had administered last rites to his former student. Just eight years older than his pupil, Llorente had been a champion and confidant for the ambitious but troubled teenaged Fidel. In 2002, Father Llorente told me of a student hiking trip to the western province of Pinar del Río in which the priest nearly drowned while crossing a rising river. “When Fidel saw me go under with the current, he threw himself in the river to rescue me,” Llorente recounted. After young Fidel hauled his teacher to safety, he exclaimed: “‘Father, this has been a miracle! Father, let’s pray! Three Hail Marys! Let us thank God!’ So indeed, at that time Fidel Castro believed in God.” The elderly padre did not return calls, nor would the vows of confidentiality required of a priest allow him to confirm such a visit, if, indeed, it had taken place.


Miguel Brugueras, a senior government official who served as ambassador to Lebanon, Argentina, and Panama, was among those allowed to visit with Castro in those early months. A devout fidelista, Brugueras solemnly told close friends after his visit that “Fidel will not recover from this.” Castro did not have cancer, he said, but his condition was nonetheless “terminal.” Consequently, Brugueras stepped down from his government post, viewing his political future as bleak. “He was not a raulista,” explained a family friend. Ironically, Brugueras would die within the year, while Castro soldiered on.


Many among the elite of Havana, known as the nomenklatura, were convinced that Castro had died during the first week of his hospitalization. That rumor was silenced only when two of his sons showed up in mid-August 2006 at a soirée in El Vedado, the upscale barrio bordered by the Malecón, the grand boulevard that shoulders Havana from the waters of the Atlantic. Antonio and Alexis Castro surprised many by their appearance at the home of Kcho, a popular artist/sculptor who was throwing a birthday party for his own father. The attendance of los hijos, however, was proof positive that Castro had slipped from the grip of the Grim Reaper. “They would not have been there if Fidel was in danger of dying right away,” said one attendee, who added that Castro’s health was on the minds and lips of all present. “Of course we all wanted to know but no one dared to ask them about it.”


A few weeks later, Antonio Castro, an orthopedic surgeon and the doctor for Cuba’s national baseball team (he was subsequently named vice president of the Cuban Baseball League in 2008), was more forthcoming with his U.S. counterparts at a conference for the World Baseball Classic. When solicitously asked about his father’s health, the amiable Antonio shrugged sadly, and said, “It’s terminal,” adding, “Lo que el Viejo tiene—es fulminante.” “What my old man has—is insurmountable.” Antonio’s American colleague surmised that El Jefe had cancer, the illness whispered about among the nomenklatura.


Not long after, a CIA spokesman weighed in, saying the Cuban leader had cancer and predicting that he would not live to see 2007. Of course the intelligence agency’s pronouncements on such matters were rarely accurate. Their famously spotty track record on Castro and Cuba went back a half century, beginning with their underestimation of Castro’s popular support in the late 1950s and their disastrous strategy for the Bay of Pigs invasion. There would be decades of other miscalculations. Throughout much of the 1990s, the CIA’s National Intelligence Estimates had predicted that a military coup was likely—and that Castro’s days were certainly numbered.


“Fidel’s health was a cottage industry at the CIA,” said Jim Olson, former chief of counterintelligence at CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, who noted that the Cuba Desk had been among the least successful at the Agency. “I remember when we saw him with the Pope [in 1998] and thought, ‘Oh my God, he does look good.’”


Not everyone at the CIA agreed. One analyst was so keen to see the end of Castro that he argued that “regime collapse” was imminent. “By making such a case, the development of a constructive policy for engagement or succession was undermined,” complained a former National Security Council official. At one point, a senior analyst told the State Department’s Cuba Desk that he had identified a missile emerging from a Cuban silo in surveillance scans during the late 1980s, thus requiring a threat-and-attack assessment. However, according to a State Department official, when experts studied the pictures, it was clear there were no such missiles. In 2004, the CIA embarrassed itself further and announced that Castro had Parkinson’s disease, arguably the one ailment he didn’t have.


More credence was given to the casual indiscretion of Brazil’s President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva that Fidel Castro had cancer and that his condition was exceedingly grave. “He has colon cancer,” a retired Cuban diplomat told me in 2007, seconding Lula’s contention. “That is his central problem. It is a secret that they have held very tightly.” But government sources, speaking off the record, emphatically denied that the Cuban leader had cancer.


It was Castro’s great fortune to have lived long enough to reap the benefits of numerous surgical advances and a crop of newly minted wonder drugs—none of which had existed five years earlier. While most were imported from Europe, a few had been developed in Cuba’s own biotechnology labs. By not succumbing to grave illness until 2006, Castro was able to buy time—time that was not for sale even ten years earlier. Like Ariel Sharon, the Israeli leader who clung to life for more than three years following a massive stroke, Castro reaped the perks of twenty-first-century medical technology. But unlike Sharon, whose problems were from the neck up and who remained in a vegetative state, Castro’s infirmity stemmed from the core of his being. Most of his colon, gallbladder, and other abdominal viscera had been excised; he had literally lost his guts.


Castro’s travails proved to be a treasure trove for late-night talk show hosts whose writers found the news irresistible fodder for dozens of monologues. “As you know, the elderly Fidel Castro is recovering from surgery in Cuba,” Jay Leno deadpanned. “I understand he was rushed to the hospital on Donkey One.” Leno had other salvos: “A message delivered on Cuban television today said that Fidel Castro’s condition is listed as stable.” A ba-da-boom zinger followed: “which in Communist countries means he’ll be dead by Friday.” “He ran Cuba for almost fifty years,” began another gag, “and political analysts are now debating what kind of changes the Cuban people will hope for. I’m gonna guess: term limits.”


Throughout the summer of 2006, David Letterman, Conan O’Brien, Craig Ferguson, Stephen Colbert, and Jon Stewart reveled in Fidelschtick heaven. “Cuban dictator Fidel Castro is still in the hospital with a serious medical condition,” Conan O’Brien opined, setting up his nightly riff. “Castro said that a half century of Communist rule seemed like a good idea, right up until the point he was rushed to the hospital in a ’55 Oldsmobile.”


Not surprisingly, Miami produced scathing, and sometimes hilarious commentary.


“We interrupt this deathwatch to say Fidel Castro is fine, actually,” Ana Menendez wrote in her Miami Herald column. “That’s the news coming out of Havana these days. And though it may frustrate and baffle most laypeople to hear that an elderly man with an artificial anus and a rapidly loosening grip on reality could make such a remarkable recovery, doctors are not surprised.… In fact, the phenomenon has been around for so long that the medical community has given it a name: The Hispanic-Dictator Paradox.”


For comedians, columnists, pundits, and talk show hosts, Castro’s long dying became the gift that kept on giving. Castro’s continued presence even proved irresistible fodder to the flacks at the State Department. “It’s like the old country song,” remarked State Department spokesman Tom Casey, “How can we miss you, if you never leave?”


A segment of Havana’s chattering classes insisted that Castro had been fighting cancer for some time. One version had it that his troubles went back almost twenty years to when he was rumored to have been successfully operated on for a small tumor in one lung. Another account, unverified but popular in Miami, was that Castro had been secretly operated on for cancer of the colon in a Cairo hospital in 1990.


There was more corroboration that Castro had been receiving treatment for respiratory problems. According to one former Cuban intelligence officer, Castro’s problems stemmed from an accident he had had while indulging his passion for deep-sea diving. Castro famously could remain underwater for unusually long periods of time while snorkeling, alarming his companions. Evidently, on one occasion he remained submerged too long, then returned to the surface too quickly. The accident damaged his lungs, the intelligence colonel said. (In 1994, Castro visited Ted Turner and a small contingent of HBO executives at a protocol house in Miramar. Arriving with Castro was a doctor with a defibrillator in tow. Michael Fuchs, one of the HBO executives, said that the execs asked one of Castro’s staffers why he traveled with a defibrillator. They were told that El Comandante had been scuba diving, an explanation they found wanting.)


There was more consensus that Castro had been stricken by a small stroke in 1989 and again in mid-1994, when he was said to have been rushed to a downstairs clinic in the Palace of the Revolution. Word spread quickly about his incapacitation, leading to a flurry of stubborn rumors in Miami and Washington that the Cuban strongman had died. It was also true that like both of his parents, Castro struggled with high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and related cardiovascular problems. To improve his lung capacity and boost his stamina, Castro, a devotee of all manner of cutting-edge, New Age medical therapies, frequented an oxygen chamber. Others insisted that despite the deadening heat and humidity of the Caribbean Castro sometimes wore a thermal undershirt under his olivos verdes to aid his circulation.


Prior to the mid-1980s, Castro had chain-smoked both cigars and cigarettes and lived with a fierce, almost reckless abandon. By all accounts, he led a life without limits: eating, drinking, and working around the clock; resting only when he passed out from fatigue. In 1964 journalist Lee Lockwood spent a day snorkeling with Castro in Varadero and then going out in the evening. “He was a gourmand… and he had a very lavish dinner,” recalled Lockwood. “He smoked a lot—one cigar after the other—and smoked cigarettes in between.” During another of his five-course feasts, Castro began his meal by eating a jar of yogurt, instructing Lockwood “that it prepares the stomach.” Certainly Castro was partial to extremes. When not binging on food, he sometimes fasted for up to three days. By his early thirties, Castro was exhibiting symptoms of digestive tract illnesses.


Bernardo Benes, a Miami banker who helped negotiate a series of prisoner releases in 1978, had several all-night sessions with Castro—usually beginning at 10 p.m. and ending at 6 a.m.—in which the Cuban leader chain-smoked Cohiba cigars. “Fidel had just created the Cohiba puro,” said Benes, referring to Castro’s role as the official taster and developer of the famed cigar. Castro’s love of smoking began in his early teens in Birán when he first smoked a puro given to him by his father, Don Ángel. Benes estimated that between the two of them, they inhaled two boxes, or fifty cigars, each night, using the floor as an ashtray.


Benes was surprised by Castro’s habit of flicking his ashes wherever they fell, but followed suit. In a letter to his sister in 1955, Castro spoke of his indifference to housekeeping: “There is nothing more agreeable than having a place where one can flick on the floor as many cigarette butts as one deems convenient without the unconscious worry about a housewife, vigilant as a sentinel, setting the ashtray where the ashes are about to fall.”


During a December 1984 speech, Castro uttered an unusual aside on his own mortality. “Fifteen years from now, it will be the year 2000, and that’s not too far away,” he told the crowd. “Well, it may be a bit farther for some of us who are here, and who are being stalked by the Grim Reaper,” he said with a dry laugh, then added: “And those of us who are staring at the Grim Reaper.”


One year later, after forty-five years of smoking, Castro announced that he had given up his cherished puros. Smoking within his immediate vicinity also became taboo. One motivating factor was the death in January 1980 of Celia Sánchez, his most trusted confidante, going back to their guerrilla days in the Sierra Maestra mountains. The indefatigable and devoted Sánchez, renowned for her good cheer and the plume of cigarette smoke emanating from her lips, died of lung cancer at age fifty-nine. It was an incalculable loss for Castro, who told me he thought of her as “the guardian angel” of the rebel troops. Regarded as the eyes and ears of Fidel, Sánchez was one of the few who was willing to tell him the unvarnished truth and, on occasion, to contradict him.


In 1994, Marvin Shanken, the publisher of Cigar Aficionado, pressed Castro on the subject of his having given up his coveted cigars. “You are saying that you do not smoke even in the privacy of your home by yourself?” Shanken asked incredulously. “No,” Castro replied. “Not even a puff?” “No. No,” Castro repeated. “Not even a little puff?” “Not one,” Castro assured him.


It was the first clear signal that El Comandante en Jefe was confronting a health issue. Only a life-threatening experience, it was mumbled quietly, could have motivated a Cuban male of his generation—for whom the cigar was a personal and national symbol—to retire the lifelong habit. “No question about it,” said Benes. “He had to have been told he had no choice but to quit.”


• • •


Close observers noted that by 1990, Castro began to moderate his considerable food and alcohol intake, and budget more regular hours for sleep and rest. A nocturnal, Castro often worked in his office from four in the afternoon until four in the morning. He would then sleep for several hours. In 1993, he told me during an interview I did for Vanity Fair magazine that reports of his not sleeping were wildly exaggerated; he insisted that he usually slept about six hours, though he could make do with less.


Around this time, Castro became a health aficionado, a student of biochemistry, and an adherent of New Age diets, homeopathy, and several miracle drugs. Over the next decade, Castro’s lifestyle would morph from that of a reckless libertine—heedless of conventional health concerns—to that of an obsessive neurasthenic.


Max Lesnik, a Miami exile radio host, who renewed his friendship with Castro in the early 1990s, said that Castro’s health and stamina were hard-earned. “He’s obsessed with health issues,” said Lesnik, who’s shared several meals with Castro in the last decade. Bernardo Benes had a similar impression. During one all-night meeting in the Palacio, Benes used Castro’s personal bathroom. The hyper-curious Benes could not resist a bit of casual snooping. Inside Castro’s medicine cabinet were “dozens of little bottles of medicines all lined up in a row,” he said. “Fidel is a hypochondriac.”


In the mid-1980s, Castro directed his government to establish a state-of-the-art biotech laboratory and research facility known as LABIOFAM (Laboratorio Biológico Farmacéutico). Under the directorship of Fidel’s biophysicist nephew, José Fraga Castro, and his nieces, Gloria Castro and Tania Fraga Castro, both senior officials and medical researchers at the Ministry of Health, LABIOFAM won kudos for its pioneering work in biotechnology and pharmaceuticals. Cuba developed several important vaccines for meningitis, infectious diseases, and veterinary illnesses. Among its most acclaimed products was a cholesterol-control drug known as PPG. At my first meeting with Castro in 1993, he spoke glowingly of PPG’s successful entry into the marketplace. (Ingestors of PPG sometimes benefit from the drug’s Viagra-like side effect, prompting habaneros to dub it para pinga grande —for a big dick). Castro was always an avid student of science and technologies, but some insiders felt that his keen advocacy of LABIOFAM and its research reflected another more personal interest: eternal life.


By the 1990s, Castro’s enemies began to despair that he would ever leave the stage. “Bicho malo nunca muere,” aging exiles would mutter at Versailles Restaurant, sipping cortaditos —“A bad bug never dies.” Castro, of course, relished being their tormentor and cultivated and encouraged the myth that he could live—well, forever. He quietly delighted in the joke that became popular after he passed his seventy-fifth birthday: Fidel Castro is given a Galápagos turtle as a gift. He asks how long the mammal will live. About four hundred years, he is advised. Fidel shakes his head sadly, shrugs, and says, “That’s the trouble with pets. You get attached to them and then they die on you.”


Booze, the Achilles’ heel of the Castro family, would be Fidel’s last and most coveted indulgence. Unlike his brothers, Castro was a periodic drinker prone to go on benders and then jump back on the wagon. Yet, even when binging, Castro seemed remarkably functional to those around him. His consumption of spirits, and his ability to remain standing, duly impressed many.


“Fidel had always been a good drinker, even with the Russians, who are real pros,” wrote Carlos Franqui, the journalist and ex-fidelista, in Family Portrait with Fidel. Franqui related how, shortly after the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, Castro skillfully leaked his complaints about the Russians to a Le Monde reporter, notwithstanding having consumed an ungodly amount of booze. While Castro’s loquaciousness was legendary, he was also a spongelike listener, methodically taking the measure of his guests. Alcohol seemed only to enhance both tendencies. “That night it looked as if Fidel was going to get really drunk,” noted Franqui, who was no slouch in the spirits department himself. “After all, the Comandante was tipsy.… Finally, dawn arrived and Fidel decided to go home.”


In 1993, I watched Castro as he arrived at a reception at the Palace of the Revolution. He first stopped at the drinks table and knocked back a tall water-glass-sized mojito in a few quick gulps. He then stepped out to work the crowd, fully in command and at the top of his game.


Ted Turner has been visiting Cuba since 1982. “We spent all night drinking and smoking cigars,” Turner said of his first visit. The two iconoclasts bonded instantly and found time to hunt and fish together, usually while drinking. “He told me CNN was invaluable to him,” said Turner in 2001. “And I thought, if Fidel Castro can’t live without it, we ought to be able to sell CNN all over the world. So the idea came from a commie dictator.” Turner added that “Fidel ain’t a communist. He’s a dictator just like me.”


Still, by 1991, Turner observed that Castro would falter on occasion. A self-described alcoholic who at the time had stopped drinking, Turner attended the Pan American Games as Castro’s guest. According to one of his CNN colleagues, Turner was struck by Castro’s acumen, as well as his vast consumption of booze. The CNN founder was one of the few to clock its ill effect upon Castro.


At a dinner in 1998 at a European ambassador’s house, Castro’s security detail requested that Chivas Regal scotch be available for him. But by the time Castro left dinner three hours later, he had drunk a considerable amount of white wine and brandy—and made requests for French red wine, Sambuca, and sweet vermouth. The ambassador and his wife found Castro to be an engaging and alert guest, all the more remarkable, they said, for the copious quantities of spirits he imbibed.


But by 2000, Castro had become far more serious about his health disciplines and had begun to limit his alcohol consumption. He also began lecturing Cubans about the perils of alcohol abuse, just as he had about smoking once he had quit. In 2002, the Comandante became an avid devotee of the most un-Cuban of diets, macrobiotics, the austere health regimen that favors brown rice and vegetables. Off-limits to him were two staples sacred to the Cubans and their economy: sugar and coffee. Castro would become an avid tea drinker and follow a rigorous food discipline devised personally for him by Dr. Concepción Campa. Known to colleagues as Conchita, Dr. Campa is one of Cuba’s preeminent medical researchers. Moreover, she is a member of the Politburo of the Communist Party and an official in the Ministry of Health. Campa and Castro were hopeful that the new dietary regime would stem or alleviate his diverticulitis.


U.S. Representative William Delahunt, who led a congressional delegation to Cuba in 2002, recalled a dinner with Castro and the congressmen at the Palace of the Revolution. “Fidel spent at least an hour going on about the benefits of macrobiotics and organic farming,” recalled Delahunt, a self-described “meat and potatoes Irishman” from Boston. “At the end of dinner, he invited me to a new restaurant specializing in macrobiotics and organic food. I got his point that it’s better to have domestically produced food.”


While pursuing alternative and Eastern remedies, Castro kept abreast of the latest medical research. The mini-hospital suite he had installed in the Palace was periodically upgraded with the latest technologies. On occasion, the facility provided emergency care for special visitors. In 2001, former assistant secretary of state William D. Rogers fainted at a Palace dinner with Fidel attended by business magnates David Rockefeller and Pete Petersen. The dinner had begun after 2 a.m. and followed two days of nonstop meetings and events. Mark Falcoff of the American Enterprise Institute was sitting next to Rogers. “We had been summoned to the Palacio around ten at night. Fidel gave a three-hour speech—really a monologue,” recalled Falcoff. “Then he announced there was a dinner for us in the next room. Fidel again rose to give a toast, and around ten minutes later, Bill fainted and collapsed in his chair. But no one moved until Fidel realized what was happening.”


Julia Sweig of the Council on Foreign Relations was struck by the speed with which Rogers was rushed upstairs once Castro took note. “A couple of doctors immediately attended to Bill, reviving him,” said Sweig. “Then Chomy [Dr. Miyar Barruecos] came by with a clean shirt for Bill to wear. Shortly after that, Fidel arrived and stayed until it was clear that Bill was in good health, and saw us out.”


Castro’s regimen, balancing Western medicine with an Eastern diet, seemed to be working. In 2004, Castro addressed a conference of economists and poked fun at the Bush administration’s transition plans for a Cuba without him. “The dead man is not dead yet!” he gleefully announced.


Few men have so zealously pursued longevity as Fidel Castro. The Maximum Leader’s determination to survive into his eighties neatly dovetailed with his commitment to health care in Cuba. He saw to it that Cuban medical schools turned out doctors at a higher rate than any other country in the hemisphere. According to the World Health Organization, Cuba has one doctor for every 159 people, as compared with the U.S. ratio of one doctor per every 414 citizens. Some 31,000 work in 71 countries, according to the Miami Herald, bringing in $2.3 billion in revenue to the state, while 72,000 are employed on the island. Both friends and foes have argued that the doctors that Castro has dispatched around the globe are the country’s largest export.


While Cubans are fastidious about grooming and hygiene, Castro seemed to have an unusual preoccupation with the latter that bordered on paranoia. Coupled with his fear of assassination, he was keenly alert to a possible threat to his life via the intestinal tract. For a dinner at a European ambassador’s home in 1998 in Miramar, his security detail arrived earlier in the day to interview the hostess and secure the environment. The chief security official took the ambassador’s wife aside and informed her that only Castro would have access to the downstairs bathroom during the dinner. All other guests—including her family—would need to use the upstairs bathrooms. “He then inquired as to what kind of toilet paper will be available to the comandante,” she recalled in her memoir, Cuba Diaries, writing under a pseudonym. “He asks if it is Cuban toilet paper. I say it is. He asks me if we don’t have a better quality toilet paper. I say we don’t. The head of security asks me to take [our] roll, put it in a plastic bag, tape the bag shut, and leave it beside the toilet for the President.” Likewise the soap for Castro’s use had to be in its original, unopened packaging.


Delfin Fernández, a former member of Cuba’s counterintelligence services, who defected in 1999, reported another bizarre precaution. According to Fernández, Castro’s chief bodyguard, Bienvenido “Chicho” Pérez, told him that Castro had his underwear burned after just one use. Evidently he believed there were plots afoot to spray deadly chemicals on his jockey shorts during their laundering.


Castro long surrounded himself with a cadre of loyal commanders, who doubled as a small army of medical doctors. Among the most notable in his inner circle were Che Guevara, the Argentine medic-turned-revolutionary and his aide-de-camp, confidant, and personal doctor, René Vallejo. The father of Celia Sánchez, Castro’s devoted friend, was a noted doctor in Manzanillo who frequently came to the aid of Castro’s guerrillas. Chomy Miyar, his trusted aide who replaced Celia Sánchez after her death as Castro’s doorkeeper and personal photographer, is also a doctor.


Carlos Lage, long Cuba’s economic chief, and Fernando Remírez de Esteñoz, who headed Cuba’s Interests Section in Washington and was a key player in the Secretariat of the Communist Party (until they were booted from the government in March 2009), were pediatricians. Other members in the Politburo who began their careers as doctors include José Ramón Balaguer Cabrera and José Ramón Machado Ventura—both of whom served as soldier-medics in the Sierra. Several of Castro’s children have attended medical school as well.


Castro himself methodically assembled Cuba’s most brilliant doctors and surgeons to serve as his personal medical team. As important as their medical skills were their loyalty, discretion, and willingness to be available on a 24/7 basis. Some, such as Rodrigo Álvarez Cambras (Quico), the director of the Frank País Hospital and a renowned back surgeon, became trusted confidants. Castro’s personal cardiologist, Eugenio Selman, is a surgeon at the General Calixto García Hospital. Both men were committed to the Revolution and Castro’s leadership and seamlessly mixed health care and politics, sometimes serving as unofficial ambassadors. The gregarious Álvarez Cambras told me he counted eleven heads of state as patients—including Castro, the late François Mitterrand, Mu’ammar Gadhafi, former Panamanian strongman Manuel Noriega, and, most famously, the late Saddam Hussein. During both the Gulf War and the run-up to the Iraq War, Álvarez Cambras sought to mediate a resolution with Hussein on behalf of Castro, who presciently feared the worst.


Others on Castro’s deep bench of medical specialists included Julio Martínez Páez (Lulu), director of the Fructuoso Rodríguez Hospital; his niece Tania Fraga Castro, an expert in biotechnology research; Noel Gonzales, a cardiovascular surgeon at the Hermanos Ameijeiras Hospital; and Hernández Cayero, a specialist in vascular diseases.


In May 2004, Dr. Eugenio Selman helped organize a longevity conference in Havana in which 250 medical experts from Latin America and the United States participated. The doctor, who founded a “120-Year-Old Club” that promotes longevity, and who has a flair for public relations, told reporters during the conference that “[Fidel] is formidably well.” Selman dismissed speculation that Castro had had “a heart attack once, that he had cancer or some neurological problem.” In fact, Selman insisted that Castro was healthy enough “to live at least 140 years. And I’m not exaggerating.”


Selman attributed Castro’s long run to “good genes,” a disciplined diet, and mental stimulation stemming from his boundless curiosity. “He is a widely cultured man. He is always reading, at every occasion. He eats moderately,” the doctor informed reporters. “His health is [as] strong as iron—he has demonstrated that his whole life.” Castro worked sixteen hours a day, Selman said proudly of his star patient, describing him as typically working longer than those decades younger than himself. In 2008, Selman published a book in Havana entitled How to Live to 120 Years, in which he cited many of the qualities of his famous patient as the secret formula for centenarian success.


But when the good doctor accompanied his celebrity patient in 2005, on a march past the U.S. diplomatic mission in Havana to protest American policy against Cuba, Castro was seen walking gingerly with apparent difficulty, as if experiencing discomfort. By then, Castro had endured one of the two widely publicized spills that instantly set off a blaze of succession scenarios. On June 23, 2001, during a three-hour speech in El Cotorro, a small town thirty minutes outside Havana, a visibly sweating Castro suddenly stumbled and fainted.


Three years later, in October 2004, while delivering another discourse in Santa Clara, Castro stumbled over a small step and tottered wildly off balance. Captured on video and replayed endlessly on late-night television, the Cuban leader seemed almost to fly forward, before landing facedown on the stage. The accident left him with a shattered kneecap and a broken arm, and required six months of recovery. Castro was so unsettled by the second fall that he insisted on appearing on the evening television news to assure his countrymen that “estoy entero” —“I am in one piece and fine.”


Both stumbles were recorded by the Cuban photojournalist Cristóbal Herrera. The startling images won the photographer kudos and were seen around the globe. They were also acutely embarrassing to Castro and the government—which unsuccessfully sought to prevent their dissemination. Herrera was soon dispatched into exile—on assignment—then barred from returning to his homeland.


In June 2006, Dr. Selman was again extolling Castro’s superb health, his excellent DNA, and rapacious curiosity. One month later, Selman’s celebrated patient was in the hospital, unconscious and fighting for his life.


Around 1997, Cubaphiles began to take note of the fact that Castro had started to refer publicly to his brother Raúl as his “relevo” —Cuban for relief pitcher. It was an expression, however, that he had used pri vately to describe Raúl since the 1960s. But days after his fainting spell in June 2001, an event that sent Havana, Washington, and Miami into a frenzied state of alert, Castro officially ordained his brother as his heir, introducing him as his relevo. “He’s the comrade who has the most authority after me,” announced Castro. “And he has the most experience. Therefore I think he has the capacity to succeed me.”


In fact, Castro had borrowed a page from Mexican politics, implementing a Cuban version of el dedazo or “the finger.” Under the dedazo system, the president literally points to his successor, thus guaranteeing that power is preserved by his Party—and his secrets protected. From the moment Fidel went under the surgical knife on July 27, 2006, the powers of state were formally transferred to his brother “temporarily,” until he recovered.


In late October 2006, rumors that Fidel had slipped from his mortal coil were so insistent and pervasive that the government arranged for taped footage of Castro to be shown on television. Castro was well aware of the perils of a public appearance. Even when he was robust and well, his every move was scrutinized as thoroughly as a specimen in a petri dish. I remember watching him officiate at a 26th of July event at the Che monument in Santa Clara in 2000. After dropping a small Cuban flag from the podium, he leaned over and quickly scooped it up. Then he quipped that if he stumbled, word of his imminent demise would soon be racing virally around the globe.


Indeed, the October 28 videotape, studied as intently as a Gnostic scroll, hardly made a convincing case that El Jefe was well. The footage showed an aging Castro walking stiffly. Some viewers said he appeared to be disoriented while others opined that it was proof that he was near death. Among them was the U.S. intelligence czar, John Negroponte, who prognosticated—wrongly—that Castro had “months, not years” to live. He was seconded in his fallacy by National Intelligence Director Mike McConnell a few months later, who assured the U.S. Senate that “this year will mark the end of the long domination of that country by Fidel Castro.”


By the end of 2006, family members fretted to trusted confidants that Castro had dropped more than forty-five pounds and was still not able to sit up or eat solid food. Well-informed members of Havana’s nomenklatura no longer believed that Castro would recover. Perhaps he could survive a few more months, went their thinking, but he would never regain his physical capacity or stamina. One more round of blood poisoning would finish him off, went the chatter from the deathwatch. From the other end of the island came word that a group of workers, vetted and selected by Santiago’s Communist Party, were seen excavating a site on Pico Turquino. A popular attraction for locals and tourists, Pico Turquino is the highest point in the Sierra Maestra mountain range. Soon Radio Bemba had a breaking news bulletin: the peak, a favorite haunt of the young Fidel, was certainly the spot he had chosen for his burial.


For the nomenklatura, macabre parlor games evolved. The first guessing game involved predicting Fidel’s final day on earth. The second was naming his final resting place. Some leaned toward burial in the Cemetery of Santa Ifigenia in Santiago, close to the mausoleum of José Martí. Others gambled on Havana’s Plaza de la Revolución or on Cuba’s most famous burial ground, the Colón Cemetery. But insiders shook their heads, pointing out that Castro had always been a proud son of Oriente, with little appreciation for the glories of Havana. Locals in Birán hoped he would be buried alongside his parents and grandparents at Finca Manacas, his birthplace. Indeed, in February 2009 the government declared the entire pueblito of Birán a national monument. It was an unlikely choice, however, as politics invariably trumped family in the Castro canon—even in the realm beyond.


“What happens to my remains is a matter of complete indifference to me,” he assured me in 1994. He added that the governance of the country would proceed without a hitch and “not be halted for even a minute,” indicating that a succession plan was fully in place even then. The smart money had it that Castro had decided against a burial or a monument that could be desecrated and had ordained that his ashes be spread near Pico Turquino in the Sierra, the site of his most glorious memories as a guerrilla revolutionary.


Officially, the Cuban-controlled media stayed rigorously on message with the mantra that Castro was recovering well and would return to his duties as Comandante en Jefe, his preferred honorific. In December 2006, Cuban officials assured a delegation of visiting U.S. lawmakers that Castro had neither cancer nor any form of terminal illness.


Then, quite suddenly, the hermetically sealed bubble around Castro was punctured. On Christmas Eve, a Barcelona newspaper, El Periódico de Catalunya, broke the story of a secret trip to Havana by the Spanish surgeon José Luis García Sabrido. The doctor, whose specialty is colon cancer, had previously treated Castro and was known to be sympathetic to the Cuban Revolution. Traveling with him, on a jet chartered by the Cuban government, was sophisticated medical equipment and a trove of medicines unavailable in Cuba. Previously the doctor had been sending supplies to Havana since the initial surgery and had been in phone consultation with Castro’s surgeons. (A Cuban doctor based in Miami, who asked for anonymity, said he too had been delivering cancer drugs to Havana for some time, indicating that some were destined for Castro.)


Upon his return to Madrid, Dr. García Sabrido had no choice but to hold a news conference. “He does not have cancer,” García Sabrido told reporters. “He has a problem with his digestive system. His condition is stable. He is recovering from a very serious operation.” Then the good doctor carefully hedged, parsing his words. “It is not planned that he will undergo another operation, for the moment.”


Just three weeks later, on January 16, 2007, the Spanish daily, El País, published a bombshell account of Castro’s condition based on two medical sources who worked at the same Madrid hospital as Dr. García Sabrido. Contrary to the doctor’s sunny assessment, Castro had barely survived three bungled intestinal surgeries. Not only did the surgeries fail, but Castro had been stricken with two bouts of peritonitis, a potentially life-threatening infection. The depth and nuance of medical details in the news story was impressive. It was also a stunning breach of patient confidentiality, but one that left little doubt as to its veracity—or that Castro had been mortally ill.
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