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To Carole






We can’t be just the spectators of our own history. We must be the protagonists.

Oswaldo Payá,

Pueblo de Dios, No. 7

1987








Prologue HAVANA, JULY 22, 2012


Bleary-eyed, Oswaldo Payá had been up all night, waiting for his daughter to come home. Rosa María was twenty-three years old, a university graduate in physics, lively and strikingly attractive, with a rebellious streak very much like her father. That she had been out all night, Oswaldo could do nothing, but he waited for her, worried about her safety, agitated, unable to sleep. She had promised to join him before dawn for the long and dangerous journey, staying one step ahead of state security.

Where was she?

Oswaldo was sixty years old, with thick, wavy hair the color of charcoal and a swirl at the peak of his forehead. He had deep rings under his eyes and worry creases sometimes rippled across his brow, but his brown eyes were soft, understanding, and patient. Oswaldo dressed casually, in jeans and a short-sleeved checkered shirt, the collar open wide, his shirt buttons absentmindedly askew. His voice had a slight nasal tone. He was a practiced orator, clear and articulate. He had a lot to say, and did.

By day, Oswaldo was an engineer who specialized in medical electronics, troubleshooting life-saving equipment at Havana hospitals. He worked with oxygen tanks, ventilators, and incubators. He took great satisfaction when he could help save a life.

But his great passion was to change Cuba, to unleash a society of free people with unfettered rights to speak and act as they wished. He called it liberation. He had devoted many years to the cause, shared with his wife, Ofelia Acevedo. At this moment she was away, visiting her parents, but she knew he was taking another step into the unknown. She sensed he was rushing toward something. She wondered why he was taking the chances, hurtling into the darkness once again.

Ofelia and Oswaldo had made a promise to themselves as newlyweds years before: their children would live in a free country. They would fight for it and never flee Cuba. Oswaldo had spoken out against Fidel Castro’s despotism since his own days in high school. He wrote dozens of manifestos and declarations, published underground handbills, formed a prodemocracy movement, and championed the Varela Project, a citizen initiative demanding free speech, a free press, freedom of association, freedom of belief, private enterprise, free elections, and freedom for political prisoners. He had never run from his values.

But lately, fear was choking him. The secret police, Seguridad del Estado, or state security, threatened his family. In fleeting encounters on the street, strangers came up to him and said simply, “Be careful, or your children could be hurt.” Oswaldo knew that state security could cause an accident, a bicycle run off the road, or a careless driver running a red light. They could plant drugs in a boy’s backpack, then haul him off to prison. They could detain and sexually assault a young girl. They could do anything. The thoughts were unbearable.

Oswaldo, shaken, had taken his three children, Oswaldito, Rosa María, and Reinaldo, to a convent of the Sisters of Mary Magdalene near their home in Havana. With assistance from the nuns, he showed them a hidden entrance leading to a concealed room. This was their refuge, he said; if he were ever arrested or if they were in serious trouble, they should come here, and the nuns would harbor them. The children thought it was a lark, but Oswaldo was serious. Another time, he turned to a visitor from Sweden and asked point-blank: What would it take to get asylum for my family?

Finally, in desperation, Oswaldo and Ofelia made a tough decision. The time had come to send their children out of Cuba. The two oldest, Oswaldito and Rosa María, applied for and were admitted to the University of Amsterdam. They were to go in August. The youngest, Reinaldo, might go to Spain. It was agonizing for Oswaldo and Ofelia to think about being apart from their children, to abandon the vow they had made to build a free country for them, but they felt they no longer had a choice. They sensed the dangers were growing.

Where was Rosa María?

Oswaldo was heading to Santiago de Cuba, 540 miles to the east, to train young activists and organize local committees for the Movimiento Cristiano Liberación, the democracy movement he founded nearly twenty-four years earlier. He started it with friends in the parish of El Salvador del Mundo in Havana, where four generations of his family had anchored their Catholic faith. The movimiento had grown to more than a thousand members across the island, a civic and political movement, nondenominational but driven by the values of Christian democracy that had confronted fascism and communism in the twentieth century.

At this point, Fidel, almost eighty-six years old, had relinquished power to his brother Raúl, who eased up slightly on the economy but maintained a hard line against any dissent, continuing the Castro dictatorship of more than five decades. Members of the movimiento were frequently jailed, harassed, interrogated, and pressured to become informers. State security kept Oswaldo under surveillance, and his name was blacklisted. He could not travel by plane, train, or bus without being immediately spotted. The trip to Santiago de Cuba would set off alarms if he took public transportation. Yet, from years of experience, Oswaldo had developed a clandestine method to evade surveillance. He could move relatively unseen in a rental car driven by tourists. State security might spend a few fruitless days looking for him. In this case, the “tourists” were two young men, from Spain and Sweden, both eager democracy activists who had arrived in Havana two days before.

The only problem was that they arrived unexpectedly early, and now he had to rush the trip, which had been planned for later. On July 26, in four days’ time, a holiday marked the anniversary of Fidel’s 1953 attack on the Moncada army barracks in Santiago de Cuba, the first armed assault of his guerrilla war. State security was on alert. To reach Santiago, a day’s drive, and get back, Oswaldo would have to hurry. He decided to leave before dawn, while darkness cloaked the streets.

Just before 6:00 a.m., Rosa María cracked open the front door.

Oswaldo was waiting in their tidy living room, with pale yellow walls and black-and-white checkered floor tiles. Rosa María steeled herself for his reproach. But as soon as he saw her, his anger melted away. She was safe. There was no time for questions. He had to leave before the sun rose. She had planned to go with him but was exhausted. She didn’t dare ask him to wait for her. She knew he couldn’t.

Oswaldo crossed the room and kissed her good-bye.

He grabbed his backpack. He motioned to Harold Cepero to grab his own overnight bag. Cepero was Oswaldo’s protégé. While waiting for Rosa María, Oswaldo had spent the night talking with Harold about God, Cuba, democracy, and dictatorship. Oswaldo ranged over these topics naturally and passionately. With boyish good looks, tousled hair, faded jeans, and a white T-shirt, Cepero, thirty-two years old, was Oswaldo’s hope for a new generation of activists. He was helping Oswaldo train young people to fight for their rights, and he and Rosa María were preparing a youth magazine. The first edition was almost ready. As Harold stepped toward the door, Rosa María rushed up to him and put her hand on his shoulder.

“Be careful,” she admonished him. Cepero flashed back his wide, generous smile.

Oswaldo opened the front door of 221 Calle Peñón and cautiously stepped into the predawn darkness.

The air was pleasant and the skies clear. To his left he could see the knurled boughs of the old álamo trees that shaded his childhood playground, Parque Manila. The house where he had grown up, at 276 Calle Peñón, was directly across from the park. The house was a boxy two-floor structure of sun-washed masonry, with an oversized portico thrusting out toward the curb. Oswaldo was the fifth of seven children, and when he was a boy, the park was his second home. Next door, at 280 Calle Peñón, stood a similar but smaller house where Oswaldo’s aunt Beba lived. She was his father’s sister, with no children of her own. For as long as Oswaldo could remember, Beba was a presence in his family, often walking him and his brothers and sisters to Sunday Mass or taking them by the hand to the movies.

In recent years, Beba helped him once again. Her house became the nerve center for his ambitious and daring political quest.

Oswaldo turned to the right, away from the park. He and Cepero walked silently down the slope of Calle Peñón, past slumbering households, with dogs and roosters milling about behind gates and fences. Oswaldo looked warily for any cars in the shadows. Over many years, state security stationed their surveillance vehicles near the park, and they paid informers in nearby houses to keep an eye on him. Oswaldo hoped the darkness would cover their departure, giving them a head start.

El Cerro was once a neighborhood of luxury villas built in the 1800s by the upper classes seeking to escape Old Havana. Back then it was a refuge of spacious homes, with perfumed flowers and flickering gas lanterns. Even today, remnants of that era were visible on Calle Peñón: balconies of elegant stone balusters, decorative archways, and elaborate cornices along the rooftops. But over the decades, El Cerro slowly crumbled; concrete exteriors turned dingy, and once-breezy open windows were now shuttered behind rusty iron grates.

Oswaldo passed a forbidding, tall cinder-block wall. Six years earlier, the regime had painted a threatening slogan. “In a besieged fortress,” it declared, “dissidence is treason.”

A few blocks beyond, they reached the Calzada del Cerro, on most days a busy avenue. Now it was quiet. Oswaldo could barely make out the graceful colonnades that flanked the street, faint reminders of the city’s lost grandeur. Just around a corner, a block off the Calzada, stood the parish church with a bell tower that was at the center of Oswaldo’s faith. But it was not the church or the colonnade that commanded his attention.

He peered into the shadows, looking for a rental car.



At 6:15 a.m., a blue Hyundai Accent pulled up to the curb. Oswaldo recited a brief prayer, softly but audibly, and climbed into the rear seat on the driver’s side. Harold climbed in the back on the passenger side. Two foreigners were in the front. Oswaldo had met them two days earlier. The driver, Ángel Carromero, twenty-six, led the Madrid youth wing of Spain’s ruling Partido Popular, or People’s Party. Next to him was Aron Modig, twenty-seven, who headed the youth organization of Sweden’s Christian Democrats in Stockholm. They had come to Cuba expressly to assist Oswaldo, and rented the blue Hyundai to drive him around, evading state security.

Carromero was in flip-flops. Modig wore a T-shirt with navy and white stripes, and blue shorts. Their trip had been arranged somewhat hastily. Both knew the risks of the long drive, and Carromero was nervous about it, but they were eager to prove useful.

Oswaldo gave directions out of Havana toward the east, and onto the ocho vías, a broad eight-lane highway, almost empty at this hour. Carromero glanced at the rearview mirror and saw no one trailing them. Soon the sun was up and the road straight and wide.

Oswaldo talked for a long time, never tiring, full of memories and pent-up hopes, a lifetime of visions pursued and yet never quite fulfilled. As a boy he had witnessed the seizure of his father’s business as Castro’s revolution confiscated private enterprises in 1965. As a teenager he had protested the crushing of the Prague Spring with Soviet tanks in 1968 and was sent to Castro’s forced labor camps. Later, as a member of the laity, Oswaldo demanded that Catholic Church leaders stand up for human rights and democracy, but, weakened by decades of repression, they chose reconciliation rather than confrontation. When Oswaldo published a popular newsletter, full of his essays demanding basic rights for the Cuban people, the archbishop insisted that he stop. He could not. By the 1990s, when Cubans were plunged into economic despair with the collapse of the Soviet Union, Oswaldo had become a prominent voice of the opposition.

As Oswaldo talked, the sun rose higher and they rolled down the windows. The morning air was already warm and fragrant.

Oswaldo recalled how they had launched the Varela Project, challenging Castro’s dictatorship with a citizen petition for democracy. The project was named after Félix Varela, a nineteenth-century priest, philosopher, and Cuba’s most illustrious educator. Oswaldo loved to recount how the movimiento had doggedly collected the signatures, door to door, over four years, then surprised Fidel and state security by submitting 11,020 signatures to the National Assembly in 2002, and another 14,384 signatures the following year. More than 10,000 additional signatures were still hidden by the nuns. Nothing like it had ever happened before in Cuba.

But Oswaldo and his movement paid a heavy price. He was thrust into the crosshairs of state security, a hardened secret police who were trained in the methods of East Germany’s Ministry of State Security, the Stasi. In Cuba, state security harassed and intimidated dissidents and opposition figures using wiretapping, subversion, threats, detention, and fear. Payá took the brunt of it for years. After the first wave of Varela Project signatures were submitted, state security arrested and imprisoned seventy-five of his movimiento activists and independent journalists. They were given prison terms of up to twenty-eight years for nothing more than collecting signatures. Oswaldo was not arrested, but subjected to a different torment, a relentless psychological warfare. The threats he dreaded most were conveyed in exactly the same words, “You will not outlive Fidel.”

When a US diplomat visited his house on Calle Peñón, Oswaldo was insistent. “People aren’t taking seriously enough the threat that they’d liquidate me,” he said.

He confided to a friend, “I see very few chances of getting out alive.”



As Payá and the young activists drove deeper into the Cuban countryside, few cars were on the road, only people riding bicycles, and occasionally a horse-drawn cart. Oswaldo told the visitors about the hardships of day-to-day life on the island. Sugar and tobacco production—once mainstays of the economy—were lower than in the 1950s. Since 2010, Raúl had allowed a nascent private sector to grow, but for most of Cuba’s eleven million people, living conditions were dire, salaries paltry, food and goods scarce.

Several hours into their trip, Carromero, the driver, noticed something. A car was following them, far behind, but steadily.

Anxious, Carromero started smoking, holding the cigarette between his fingers at the open window. A red Lada, the Soviet-era boxy auto fashioned after the Fiat, was on their tail, but still distant. The road was getting worse, and Carromero slowed. Carromero mentioned the red Lada to Oswaldo, who told him, “Do not give them any reason to stop us.”

Carromero asked Oswaldo whether it was normal to be followed in such a remote place. Yes, Oswaldo replied. But he urged Carromero to remain calm. The tone of his voice was reassuring. He said that state security often did this to show who was boss, “Don’t forget, we are here.” They wanted everyone to live in fear.

Carromero pulled over for gas. The station was painted in a candy-red and white, with a sign, “Black Gold Servicecenter Sputnik.” It added, “Welcome to Camagüey,” a major city in central Cuba. They had been driving for five hours. Modig, who had been dozing in the car, snapped a photo of Cepero and the gas station at 11:09 a.m. The red Lada stopped too, and the driver eyed them from afar. Carromero looked back, uneasy.

On the road again, as they headed southeast, the red Lada peeled away. At midday they found a place for lunch, another gas station with a bar. They were hungry and wolfed down ham and cheese sandwiches. A boy was selling music CDs. Cepero bought two: one was a compilation of the Beatles, the other a Cuban artist.

Back on the road, a hot breeze rushed through the car windows. Oswaldo pointed out swaths of uncultivated land, fertile fields once devoted to sugarcane, now overrun by the invasive marabú, or sickle bush.

Carromero slipped the Beatles CD into the slot and turned up the volume. Oswaldo loved the Beatles. There were many hit songs on the disc, and he knew the lyrics. He was particularly fond of the Abbey Road classic “Oh! Darling.”

The Cuban countryside rolled by, scenes of hay and grassland.

The music and warm air lulled Modig to sleep again, while Payá and Cepero sang their hearts out.

Then Carromero noticed something in the mirror.

Another car was tailing them, newer than the red Lada, and it was closing in, stubbornly. Carromero saw two men in the car.

Payá and Cepero turned around, too. “The Communists,” Cepero said with a tone of scorn, referring to state security. The car license plate was blue, a government vehicle. Carromero asked what he should do.

Payá responded once again, Don’t give them any reason to stop us. Just keep going.

The car drew closer. Carromero could see the eyes of the driver.

The other car seemed to leap forward. It charged at the Hyundai.

Carromero felt a powerful shudder. He heard a dry, metallic sound. Both cars were traveling in the same direction, so it wasn’t a collision, but Carromero felt the shove.

He lost control of the Hyundai.

Modig had been dozing but suddenly awoke. He curled his legs up in a protective fetal position.



Oswaldo Payá was born ten days before Fulgencio Batista seized power in Cuba on March 10, 1952, establishing a brutish autocracy. Oswaldo was nearly seven years old when Fidel Castro ousted Batista. From his guerrilla outpost in the Sierra Maestra mountains, Fidel had once promised, “We are fighting for the beautiful ideal of a free, democratic, and just Cuba. We want elections, but with one condition: truly free, democratic, and impartial elections.” But once in power, Castro built a dictatorship based on an overarching ideology, a single party, a secret police, total control of communications, and the elimination of civil society. His ambitions were totalitarian, to corral all of Cuba inside his revolution; as he put it, “within the Revolution, everything; against the Revolution, nothing.” Still, the revolution was not airtight. Despite the police state, freethinking bubbled up from the grassroots, especially in the 1990s, when the loss of subsidies from the Soviet Union led to hardship and misery, unleashing waves of discontent.

Oswaldo devoted a lifetime to opposing Castro’s repression. Oswaldo believed the rights of every person are God-given and cannot be taken away by the state. Yet for most of his life in Cuba, those rights were stolen, tarnished, and denied. Even something as innocent as hanging a “Feliz Navidad,” or Merry Christmas, sign on the bell tower of his church was considered subversive. Defiant, Oswaldo hung the sign anyway. He never lived in a state of liberty, but liberty lived in his mind and drove his fight for it.

His most daring challenge to Castro was the Varela Project, a citizen petition printed on a single sheet of paper creased at the half fold. At the top were five demands for freedom and democracy. Those who signed their names also gave their addresses and identification numbers. They stood up to be counted. Oswaldo had no modern tools of communication to mobilize the Cuban people—he had no access to radio, television, or print, and the online world barely existed—yet he was joined by tens of thousands of people demanding the right to choose their own destiny.

The Varela Project should have triggered action by the National Assembly, a referendum, a free and fair election, and a chance at a new, democratic Cuba. But Fidel Castro held a monopoly on power and was intolerant of any challenge to his authority. He ignored the petitions.

However, Castro could not extinguish the spirit of the Varela Project. When massive anti-government protests broke out in Cuba on July 11, 2021, some demonstrators raised their thumb and forefinger in Oswaldo’s familiar “L” for liberación. Nearly all those who spontaneously crowded the streets that day shouted the same demands for ¡libertad! that Oswaldo had championed two decades before. Many still remembered how Oswaldo had braved persecution and death threats, how he had urged them to overcome their fears.

Significantly, Oswaldo’s quest grew from the soil of Cuba. The Varela Project was based on Cuba’s existing constitution and had its roots in the nation’s greatest democratic experiment, the 1940 constitution and the years that followed it. With nothing more than pen and paper, Cubans took the risks to sign and collect the Varela Project petitions. It was not a product of the Miami exiles or the US government, so often reviled by Castro as the enemy. When some of Oswaldo’s relatives urged him to depart for Florida during the 1980 Mariel boatlift, he refused. “I believed for this entire time that Cuba had to be liberated from within,” he insisted. The Varela Project was that cry from within.

How do people gain the right to think and speak freely, advocate their views, follow their conscience, worship or assemble as they desire—without persecution? How do they secure the right to choose their leaders and set the course for their own future? What does it take to attain such freedoms? These questions are at the heart of this book, the story of one man’s journey into the whirlwind of dictatorship.

Oswaldo did not want to be called a dissident. He thought it applied to those who had once been inside Castro’s revolution and then turned against it. Oswaldo never set foot inside, not from the day he was born. He preferred to be called opposition. He fought a lifelong challenge to a relentless and repressive machine. This book explores where he found the ideas and inspiration, the courage, faith, and persistence against impossible odds.

Throughout Cuba’s volatile history, people rose to demand the right to rule themselves freely. A thread of tragedy and loss runs through their struggle. They were dreamers who dared wish for more, whose visions were cut short, whose pursuit of liberty was lost, then resurrected again by a new generation. Oswaldo Payá inherited these dreams, and turned them into action.

To understand Oswaldo’s life and his quest, it is necessary to begin in the first half of the twentieth century, when Cuba was newly independent from Spain. Liberty did not come easily. Political corruption and violence took a toll. The United States cast a long imperial shadow. But in 1940, the Cuban Republic surmounted its difficulties and gave birth to a new, democratic constitution. It was the work of many, but especially Gustavo Gutiérrez, a jurist, politician, and thinker who harbored a vision of Cuba as a modern republic built on democratic values and constitutional rule.

The vision did not last. The 1940 constitution was later torn up. Dictatorship prevailed.

But Gutiérrez had planted a seed.






PART I SEARCH FOR LIBERTY







ONE AGONY OF THE REPUBLIC


The man of law rose in the temple of law.

Gustavo Gutiérrez wore a tropical suit of white linen, known as the dril cien, stylish and cool in the summer heat. He stood at a mahogany desk trimmed in bronze on the floor of Cuba’s House of Representatives. At forty-five years old, Gustavo’s black hair was already receding from a broad forehead. He had brown eyes and a penetrating gaze under thick, dark brows that curved in large arcs. Six feet tall, with an athletic build, he was stern and reserved, a member of the House, a politician, and a lawyer. He was an imposing figure, impatient with those who dithered, “black and white in speech and action,” recalled his eldest daughter. He disliked the boisterousness and chicanery of politics, but he believed deeply that politics was necessary, that from politics came laws, the only way a democratic society could avoid chaos.

An enormous frieze, cast in bronze, was draped across the front of the House chamber. On the left, it depicted Cuba’s struggle for freedom, and on the right, the benefits of liberty. In the rear of the chamber was a second-floor public gallery framed by a colonnade of eighteen Corinthian columns that rose to a soaring, skylit ceiling. Above the columns, another frieze displayed sepia motifs on themes ranging from motherhood to literature, from work to equality, from justice to freedom.

These were the lofty ideals of the republic. But on this afternoon in July 1940, Gustavo knew that the reality below was darker. Since independence from Spain, the republic’s history had been marked by tumult, violence, corruption, and disappointment. The promise of freedom had never been fully realized. Gustavo’s generation was the first to come of age in this fledgling republic. He had run with a crowd of bright young intellectuals and artists, amassed wealth, political stature, and prestige, and then witnessed a terrifying fall into dictatorship.

He tried to right the ship, to establish the pillars of democracy.

They stood—for a while.



Gustavo was born on September 22, 1895, in Camajuaní, a small town in central Cuba. Only months before, the war for independence had begun.

His father, Miguel, an immigrant from Santander in northern Spain, had arrived in a vast stream of migration subsidized by Madrid after 1868 to flood the island and tamp down independence fervor. The immigrants were known as peninsulares, often young and destitute but strong-willed and determined to succeed. Miguel became a prosperous tobacco grower and packer. He was a tall fellow, with a large mustache that curled up at the ends. His wife, María Sánchez de Granada, was a strict disciplinarian known as “Mamabella.” Gustavo was the second of their five sons and a daughter.

When Gustavo was born, one of the first family friends to come by with congratulations was Gerardo Machado, twenty-four years old. Machado and his father had once been cattle raiders; now they were in the tobacco business, like Miguel. The families were very close. Gerardo had been injured working in a butcher shop in Camajuaní and had only three fingers on his left hand.

Machado cradled the infant Gustavo in his arms. Then he went off to fight with the rebel army.



The first Cuban war for independence from Spain, the Ten Years’ War, 1868 to 1878, had ended with a treaty that was supposed to be followed by reforms and autonomy, but promises went unfulfilled and Cubans remained under the Spanish boot. The Spanish captain general in Cuba had absolute authority: he could ban public meetings; elections were corrupt; critics could be exiled. The peninsulares prevailed at the polls and dominated politics. They held majorities in the colonial government, provincial and city governments, the military, and the clergy, as well as judges, magistrates, prosecutors, solicitors, court clerks, and scribes.

To throw off Spanish rule, a ragtag rebel army began fighting anew in early 1895. It was a conflict of steel ripping flesh, charred fields, and ghastly death camps. General Maxímo Gómez, the commander of the rebel army, waged guerrilla warfare against Spanish troops that outnumbered him five to one. Determined to deny Spain the rich bounty of Cuba’s harvests, Gómez destroyed the economy of the island he was defending, wrecking Cuba’s sugar plantations and mills. He targeted the big planters, manufacturers, mining operations, and lines of communication. Bridges and rail lines were dynamited. Tens of thousands of workers lost their jobs, with no choice but to join the rebel forces or become refugees. One night on the battlefield, Gómez wrote by candlelight that “Cuba’s wealth is the cause of her bondage” to Spain, thus the rebels “are determined that everything must be destroyed.” His rebels had no uniforms, small rations, and old rifles, shotguns, and pistols. By legend, their most fearsome weapon was the machete, a large, heavy-backed knife with a sharp edge about two feet long, a curving blade and thick wooden handle, ideal for sugarcane harvesting. While the machete was terrifying, it was more symbol than combat weapon. Far more lethal were the well-aimed sharpshooters in the rebel ranks. While the first war had been fought in the east, this time the rebels, led by Antonio Maceo, a veteran of the Ten Years’ War, spread what one historian called “flame and misery, pillage and plunder” to the west and across the whole island. Slavery had ended in 1886, but Cuban society continued to be deeply divided along racial lines. Black and mixed-race Cubans joined the rebel army en masse, many harboring dreams of a better place for themselves in a free Cuba.

Spain fought back with its own scorched earth tactics. General Valeriano Weyler, a veteran of the Ten Years’ War, forced a million Cubans into crude garrison towns and guarded encampments surrounded by barbed wire. Death was the penalty for escape. Both soldiers and civilians succumbed to waves of yellow fever. Starvation set in. More than 100,000 people died—perhaps up to 170,000—in the policy of “reconcentration.” Even after the policy ended in 1897, hundreds died every day in the major towns and cities, many interred in mass graves, or their bodies left stacked by the roadside for wild dogs and birds. “The country was wrapped in the stillness of death and the silence of desolation,” wrote a former congressman, William J. Calhoun, on visiting Cuba at the request of President McKinley in 1897.

The USS Maine was sent to Havana to signal concern for the substantial US economic interests in Cuba. On several occasions, the United States attempted to buy the island from Spain, and groups in both Cuba and the United States had sought annexation. When the ship was destroyed by a blast in the Harbor of Havana on February 15, 1898, killing 266, a war cry erupted in the United States, fueled by sensationalist journalism that blamed Spain, although no proof was ever found. Twelve weeks after the United States declared war, following the Battles of San Juan and Kettle Hills and the destruction of the Spanish fleet in the Port of Santiago de Cuba, a weary Spain surrendered Cuba, its last colony in the New World. The formal handover to the United States came on January 1, 1899.

The island’s fields were blackened, pastures barren, fruit trees bare. Two generations of Cubans had embraced the fight for independence; many had devoted the better part of their adult lives to the cause and were now impoverished. The island was deeply divided; more than 60,000 Cubans had served on the Spanish side in various auxiliary capacities during the war, far exceeding the 40,000 rebel troops. Cuba’s population was 1.5 million at war’s end, a devastating loss of some 300,000. The island was a smoking ruin and not yet entirely free.

The United States established a military occupation of Cuba from January 1899 to May 1902, building hundreds of schools and improving public health. Cuban doctor Carlos Finlay’s discovery that mosquitoes transmitted yellow fever was verified, leading to improved sanitary conditions. At the same time, the US occupiers arrived with a haughty sense of superiority. Leonard Wood, the second military governor, ordered Cuban schools reorganized, “adapting them as far as practicable to the public school system of the U.S.” Cuba’s new draft constitution was patterned on the United States’ separation of powers. Wood, a general with a medical degree from Harvard University, had commanded the Rough Riders, the volunteer cavalry unit that fought to expel the Spanish, with Theodore Roosevelt as his second-in-command. He believed that after a brief period Cubans would want to be annexed by the United States. He looked down upon them as needing “new life, new principles and new methods.” He wrote President McKinley in April 1900, “The people here, Mr. President, know that they are not ready for self-government.” He wrote to Secretary of War Elihu Root, “These men are all rascals and political adventurers whose object is to loot the Island.” This attitude was held widely in the United States, too. In newspaper cartoons, Cubans were portrayed with racist, humiliating tropes, as infants; rowdy, undisciplined youths; and out-of-control gun-toting delinquents, all requiring constant guidance and tutelage from North America. The rebel army, which fought for three years before the United States intervened, was not even acknowledged in the peace treaty with Spain and was excluded from the signing ceremony. When one of their most senior and revered commanders, Major General Calixto García, passed away, the United States organized a military parade on February 11, 1899, to carry him to Havana’s Colón Cemetery. But due to a misunderstanding, the rebel fighters were told to march in the rear. Indignant, they abandoned the procession. The rebel army was disbanded later that year.

The war marked the first US territorial expansion outside the North American continent: the Philippines, where rebels fought for independence for several years; Guam, which fell under US control; Puerto Rico, which became a US territory; and Hawaii, which was annexed by the United States. What to do with Cuba? In 1901, in exchange for ending the military occupation, Cuba’s first constitutional convention was forced to accept a provision that gave the United States “the right to intervene” in the island’s affairs for “the maintenance of a government adequate for the protection of life, property and individual liberty.” This was the Platt Amendment, named after Senator Orville H. Platt, Republican of Connecticut and chairman of the Senate Committee on Relations with Cuba, who insisted that the United States had a duty to preserve stability on the island. The amendment, largely based on a memorandum written by Root, was approved as a rider to an appropriations bill and signed by McKinley on March 2, 1901. It was a fateful decision. Cuba was hamstrung from signing treaties with other countries, and severely limited in taking on debt. Despite serious misgivings, the Cubans accepted the terms in June; it was made clear to them that they had no choice. The Platt Amendment became an appendix to Cuba’s 1901 constitution. The island became a quasi-protectorate of the United States, putting it in a legal and political chokehold that would have consequences for decades.



Tobacco rebounded quickly after the war, and Miguel Gutiérrez survived the devastation. In 1900, he moved his family to Havana, which had fared better in the war than most places in Cuba. A photograph shows Miguel seated outdoors in a wicker chair and holding a rolled document. Mamabella is nearby, surrounded by five of their children, including a skinny Gustavo, his arm around a younger brother.

Gustavo was sent to Cuba’s best schools, including the prestigious Jesuit preparatory academy Colegio de Belén. The Jesuits placed a heavy emphasis on classic literature, Latin, and Greek. He had been bookish as a young boy and was smart and a quick learner.

When Gustavo was twelve years old, the United States returned to rule Cuba in a second intervention. Political forces behind the island’s first president, Tomás Estrada Palma, had committed fraud in his reelection campaign, prompting his opponent, the popular war general José Miguel Gómez, to organize an armed insurrection. Estrada Palma resigned, leaving Cuba rudderless. President Theodore Roosevelt sent in the marines and installed a civilian administrator, Charles Magoon, from 1906 to 1909, another potent reminder of the Platt Amendment. In 1912, the Partido Independiente de Color, a political party of Black Cubans who were seeking to take part in upcoming elections, staged an armed protest out of fear of being excluded. The government responded with brutal force, killing hundreds. The United States landed troops again, on a smaller scale; and once more in 1917 to protect US sugar plantations at a time of unrest.

Gustavo’s parents sent him to the United States for a year, attending St. Ann’s Academy, a Marist Brothers school in Manhattan, to sharpen his English. On his return to Cuba, he prepared for university at the Instituto de La Habana, the equivalent of a high school. Lanky but muscular, he excelled in baseball, traveling to Cincinnati to play in US youth leagues. Gustavo was an exacting catcher. A friend later wrote, “When I close my eyes, I can see a thin, athletic Gustavo standing tall, always minding his position, paying close attention to everything, fully involved in the contest, impeccably framing the pitch, remaining completely calm, not squabbling with his rivals; in short, foreshadowing what would later be his typical demeanor throughout his life: somewhat reserved, somewhat cold.”

Gustavo entered the University of Havana, Cuba’s only center of higher learning. Fewer than one adolescent in twenty at the time went beyond six years of public schooling. At the university, the schools of law and medicine were the largest, overshadowing almost all others, because they were valuable stepping-stones to professions. The university, neglected at the end of Spanish rule, had been reinaugurated after the war, and moved to a hilltop location in Havana’s Vedado neighborhood. It was still plagued with problems, however, including no-show professors on the payroll. Gustavo graduated in 1916 with a doctorado degree in civil law, and a year later with a second doctorado in public law, both with honors.

From his late teens, Gustavo had single-mindedly courted María Vianello, the vivacious daughter of a tobacco planter. Like Gustavo, María received the best schooling of the day, studying French at the prestigious El Colegio Francés de Leónie Olivier in Havana, traveling to Paris, and later studying piano, mandolin, and painting. They married in 1918, living for a while with his parents.

The dean of Havana’s legal establishment, Antonio Sánchez de Bustamante, spotted Gustavo as a smart young law student. With a distinctive white mustache and neatly trimmed beard, Bustamante was Cuba’s most respected legal mind. He gave Gustavo an internship in his law firm when he was twenty years old and still a student, then a lawyer’s job, for a year, upon graduation. Bustamante held a chair in international law at the university. When he was sent as Cuba’s diplomatic representative to the Paris peace talks in 1919, he appointed Gustavo to teach his classes. When six new assistant professorships were created—the school desperately needed qualified faculty—one went to Gustavo to teach international public law. He soon became secretary-treasurer of the Cuban Society for International Law, of which Bustamante was president. Bustamante’s law firm represented foreign companies and banks in their expansive interests in Cuba. Gustavo was exposed to the nexus of money and influence, and the sizable share of the economy that was dominated from abroad.



Gustavo’s circle of friends were lively young intellectuals and artists who gathered for hours of intense criticism, debate, and camaraderie. On Saturdays, they often assembled at the offices of Social, Cuba’s premier cultural monthly magazine, founded by Conrado Massaguer, a caricaturist, illustrator, and satirist whose elegant drawings graced the cover of each issue. After meeting at Social, Gutiérrez and his friends moved to the cafés. A favorite was the popular café at the Teatro Martí, a complex with patios and gardens, pomegranates, and orange and banana trees. Here Gutiérrez was joined by the leading lights of a restless new generation: the literary editor of Social, Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, a graduate of Belén and the university’s law school; the poet Rubén Martínez Villena; the author and thinker Jorge Mañach, a Harvard graduate; and writers Juan Marinello and Enrique Serpa. The poet and journalist Andrés Nuñez Olano recalled the café was where “we would tirelessly discuss with each other; we would bring up something we had recently written or read, throwing it out there as if it were a challenge; we would lay into people and their reputations; we would fiercely critique each other; we would drop names, waving them high like banners or trampling upon them like rags; we would outwardly express, in the same tones, what enraged us, what excited us, what disappointed us… in short, we magnificently lived out our remarkable youth.”

All of them were in their twenties and deeply discouraged by Cuba’s direction. They were passionate about the need for a wholesale “rejuvenation,” or “regeneration.” The great promise of independence—dramatic change, a free and sovereign Cuba—had faded. They blamed the generation of the independence war, especially Cuba’s second, third, and fourth presidents. As historian Lillian Guerra put it, the war generation had “presided over the stillbirth rather than the birth of a republic.”

After the US intervention, the second elected president was José Miguel Gómez, an attractive figure with cattleman gusto who rose to major general in the rebel army. He took the presidency in 1909 as a poor man and left in 1913 as a millionaire with a new marble palace in Havana. When visitors came seeking favors, he was said to genially offer them cigars, in a box, into which they were expected to put the bribes. The third president, Mario Menocal, who had been a major general in the war, looked the other way at substantial stealing by his friends and relatives. The fourth and current president, Alfredo Zayas, who took office in 1921, was a perpetual political striver, lawyer, and poet who had formed his own party. Zayas was not a battlefield war hero but had been outspoken for the rebellion and was captured by the Spanish and deported. He was a slight man, timid, with bad teeth and a yellowish complexion, but brilliantly clever, and known as someone who never hesitated to take the smallest graft. On the eve of his inauguration, a columnist in Social compared Zayas to an eel: slippery.

It was painfully evident to Gustavo and his friends that, as historian Luis A. Pérez Jr. wrote, “Almost everything turned out different than the way it was supposed to be.” Much of Cuba’s wealth and opportunity were beyond the reach of the Cubans themselves. Foreigners prevailed over production and property; sugar, banks, railways, public utilities, and other enterprises were dominated by interests from the United States and elsewhere. Also, fresh waves of Spanish immigrants surged to Cuba after the independence war. Some seven hundred thousand arrived between 1902 and 1919, mostly young, ambitious, poor, and in pursuit of riches. They controlled retail commerce and made up more than half the merchants on the island. They were strongly represented in the professions, education, and the press, and the Catholic Church remained substantially a Spanish Church. This meant that Cubans were squeezed into one area where they could succeed and survive, government and politics, where the levers of power dispensed patronage and graft. The public treasury became the largest employer of the middle class. “Corruption developed into a pervasive presence in Cuban public life,” wrote Pérez. “Graft, bribery, and embezzlement served as the medium of political exchange.” A job in Cuba’s bureaucracy was called un destino, “a destiny,” or a salvation, and election campaigns celebrated as the “second harvest,” after sugar. Public office-holders rewarded their families and supporters with money, land, licenses, contracts, franchises, and concessions. By one estimate in 1921, Cuba’s government spent $15 million a year on botellas, or no-show jobs and sinecures.

At the café where Gustavo met his friends, there was much soul-searching. How had the ideals of independence gone off the rails? Cuba seemed unable to govern itself. Not only in politics; the social sphere was also a mess. “Cuban society is disintegrating,” warned the respected anthropologist Fernando Ortiz. More than half the population could not read or write and, alarmingly, illiteracy was growing. Although Cuba’s population had doubled since the independence war, school enrollment fell. In 1900, seventy-five students per thousand residents were in classrooms; now it was fifty per thousand. Even more alarming, the school dropout rate was abysmally high. “So,” said Ortiz, “our poor little Cubans leave school, when they have attended it, at the age of thirteen or fourteen, with an education of age eight or nine.” Cuba, he said, was becoming a “twentieth-century republic with mid-nineteenth-century mentality and habits.”

Gustavo and his friends witnessed a culture of impunity. Legislators enjoyed constitutional immunity from criminal prosecution; at the same time, amnesty bills were routinely passed, setting aside past convictions, and pardons were granted by the thousands. Fully a fifth of all candidates for political office in the 1922 elections had criminal records, Ortiz lamented.

Black Cubans and those of mixed-race heritage, a third of Cuba’s population, had been promised social justice and political equality after independence but received neither. After the war, nine-tenths of the sugar and tobacco production was white-controlled, as was most of the livestock, while Black Cubans mostly held small farms. In the professions, Black presence was very small. In 1907 there were only four Black lawyers and nine doctors on the island. But Cubans of color were predominant as laundresses, dressmakers, builders, shoemakers, woodcutters, tailors, musicians, domestic servants, bakers, and barbers. By 1919, among Black males twenty-one years old and over, the illiteracy rate was more than 48 percent, compared to 37 percent for whites. A total of 10,123 Cuban white men more than twenty-one years old had received professional or academic degrees, compared to 429 Black Cubans.

In January 1919, Gustavo took the café debates to a wider audience in a speech he delivered to the Cuban Society for International Law. He was just twenty-three years old, but a protégé of the respected Bustamante. His words reflected the worries of many. He decried Cuba’s “great national evils” but said they were partially rooted in the people themselves. “The incompetence of the governors,” he declared, “befits the indifference of the governed, the passivity of the Congress, the foolishness of the voters, the lack of direction of our international politics, and the disorder of our inner life.” He then insisted that Cuba must begin a wholesale change in its political culture. “Start over,” he said. “This is what we have to do.” It was not enough to create laws and institutions, he insisted. Citizens had to be taught about honor and the meaning of good government. Someday, he predicted, a generation would come of age with “public servants known for their integrity and admired for their skill,” with judges “who always try to get to the bottom of the issues” and democratic presidents “who live by the people and for the people.”

“Liberty can be gained,” he concluded, “but never given up.” It was an appeal to Cubans not to retreat. But the situation was about to go from bad to worse.



They called it the “dance of the millions.”

After World War I, Germany’s sugar beet crop was decimated. The United States ended war price controls. As a result, the price for Cuban sugar skyrocketed. The 1919 to 1920 crop brought in an astounding $1 billion, more than all the harvests from 1900 to 1914.

Bank deposits soared, luxury goods flooded the stores, and property values zoomed. Cubans and foreigners engaged in speculation, price fixing, bank manipulation, and credit pyramids. A luxurious residential area, Miramar, spread out to the west of Havana, with elegant avenues bordered by flowering trees and shrubs. In the evenings, limousines cruised up and down the seaside Malecón Boulevard, the women in dresses designed in Paris, with billowy scarves and sparkling jewels. New casinos opened, famous opera stars performed, world-champion boxers fought, horses raced for staggering purses. Money cascaded down to the cane workers and farmers known as colonos, who could buy their first necktie or patent leather shoes or put money down on a phonograph. All of it was built on a dizzying expansion of credit, borrowed on sugar.

Then it all crashed. As competing supplies of sugar from elsewhere began to enter the world market, prices collapsed. In Cuba, unemployment, strikes, and shortages broke out. The domestic banking system nearly failed. In 1920, foreign banks held only 20 percent of the total deposits in Cuba, but by 1923, more than 76 percent were in foreign banks. One result of the crash was that even more sugar mills were taken over by US banks when they defaulted on loans or went bankrupt; National City Bank took over nearly sixty mills after the owners went bust.

Despite the crash, sugar remained the most powerful engine of Cuba’s economy. In the first twenty-five years after independence, when Cuba became the single largest producer in the world, national income quadrupled. Sugar demanded land, labor, and capital. For land, vast latifundios were created, estates with, as Ortiz, the anthropologist, put it, “territories so large that in other countries they would be provinces.” For labor, Cuba began importing tens of thousands of workers from Haiti and Jamaica, and many stayed on, to find jobs in the cities.

For capital, the main source was the United States. Although the statistics are imprecise because of hidden ownership, by 1919 mills owned by US interests produced 51.4 percent of Cuba’s sugar. The Cubans had 22.8 percent, and Spanish interests were 17.3 percent. There were prominent exceptions, such as Havana sugar king Julio Lobo. The US sugar mills, however, were far more efficient than others, and US interests also controlled the railroads, the phone system, the docks, and the banks.



In the aftermath of the crash, Gustavo and his friends again asked: What went wrong?

Their discontent led them to rediscover José Martí.

In the first years of the republic, Martí was not widely known on the island, regarded as a faded revolutionary martyr. But Gustavo and his generation found more and more about him to admire.

Martí was born in Havana in January 1853. His father, Mariano, was a Spanish sergeant who later became a police inspector. His mother, Leonor, came from a Spanish military family in the Canary Islands who immigrated to Cuba. Although Mariano would later encounter economic troubles, when José was born they were a relatively affluent military couple, living a few blocks from the sea on the outskirts of Old Havana. José was a precocious student, tutored by a famous poet and educator, Rafael Mendive. Imbued with his teacher’s rebellious spirit, Martí formed a young “revolutionary” club in school, and when he was sixteen years old he wrote a letter urging a former classmate, a Spanish military cadet, to desert. When the letter was discovered, Martí was charged with conspiracy, and after a trial, sentenced to six years of forced labor, including at a limestone quarry. The quarry was a hellish scene for prisoner 113: massive walls of limerock; the sun’s fierce heat; prisoners excavating with picks and sledgehammers; quicklime burning their feet; and a fine, white powdery dust choking their lungs. Martí’s ankles were rubbed raw by the prison chains, his eyes burned by the blinding whiteness. In the quarry he saw the horrors of political imprisonment in Cuba, and it left him with a deep loathing of Spanish colonial rule. After six months, he was released, thanks to lobbying by his parents and the intervention of a friend of his father. He was exiled to Spain at age seventeen, where he unenthusiastically studied law. He was more attracted to philosophy and literature. Four years later, he sailed to Mexico to join his parents, who had settled there, and was drawn into politics. “Except for literature, nothing interested him so much as politics,” wrote biographer Jorge Mañach. “The art of making a people and ruling them impressed him as something magical….” After protesting a regime in Mexico installed by a military coup, Martí taught for a year in Guatemala, and in 1878 returned to Cuba, where he became active in the underground resistance, and was banished again to Spain. Soon he arrived penniless in New York City, and, still restless, traveled to Venezuela, where a dictatorship again forced him to depart. Back in New York in 1881, he began an extraordinary fourteen years of journalism—and activism for an independent Cuba.

He worked from a tiny room in a New York boardinghouse. “A good part of the day and night he spent at the table in a sea of newspapers and magazines, filling sheet after sheet of copy paper with a handwriting made almost illegible by intellectual drive,” wrote Mañach. He earned money as an accountant by day, and by night wrote poems of lyric intensity for a new book, Versos Libres. In 1882, he began writing for the great Buenos Aires daily La Nación, and his reputation for reportage and commentary spread across Latin America. Martí was an observant witness to the rise of the American experiment. In his dispatches, he denounced the materialism, prejudice, expansionist arrogance, and political corruption he found in the United States, but he embraced the love of liberty, tolerance, egalitarianism, and the practice of democracy there. In New York he worked as an editor, translator, secondary-school teacher, university professor, diplomat, and playwright while tirelessly squeezing in time to advocate independence for Cuba. A political thinker and revolutionary, a prodigious writer, teacher, poet, and tireless organizer, Martí laid the foundations for Cuba’s war of independence.

Martí possessed an almost mystical faith in democracy. “There isn’t a throne that can compare to the mind of a free person,” he wrote. “As the bones to the human body, the axle to the wheel, the wing to the bird, and the air to the wing, so is liberty the essence of life. Whatever is done without it is imperfect.” Martí was convinced that the next drive for Cuban independence should be a people’s uprising, a wave of civilians. The war was just the starting point, he thought; it had to lead to the republic of tomorrow, free of dictatorship. He was alarmed that Máximo Gómez—whom he needed to lead the battle—remained a stubborn authoritarian. In 1884, Martí met Gómez and Antonio Maceo in New York. The two great military chieftains looked down on Martí; Gómez thought Martí was a better poet than revolutionary, and Maceo thought Martí was unlikable and unreliable, a schemer rather than a soldier. At one point, Gómez brusquely told Martí to “limit yourself to obeying orders.” In protest, Martí wrote a long letter to Gómez in which he warned against swapping “the present political despotism in Cuba for a personal despotism, a thousand times worse.” Martí added, “One does not establish a people, General, the way one commands a military camp.”

Martí was an intense, slight man, with quiet magnetism and persuasive sincerity, always wearing a black coat and bow tie, with a high forehead, receding boyish curls, and black mustache. Despite ill health and the severe strain on his family, Martí became an irrepressible organizer. He founded the Cuban Revolutionary Party in 1892 and managed to draw in the sizable and fractious Cuban exile community in New York as well as raise money from the poor tobacco workers of Tampa and Key West, Florida.

Martí’s writings and speeches expressed a romantic, amorphous vision for Cuba. He imagined a country with justice for everyone and a government that would abolish social and racial inequalities. “With all, and for the good of all” was his simple, powerful pledge.

He repaired the breach with Gómez. They met at Gómez’s home in the Dominican Republic in March 1895 and signed a joint manifesto declaring that “Cuba returns to war with a democratic and educated people” who bear “no doubts about Cuba or its ability to obtain and govern its independence.” Their goal, they declared, was to overthrow the “corrupt and provincial monarchy of Spain and its sluggish, vice-ridden wretchedness.” Martí and Gómez landed in Cuba on April 11 amid rough seas in a dinghy at night, near Baracoa on the far eastern end of the island. On May 5, at a ruined sugar mill called La Mejorana, they joined Maceo to plan the course of the new war. Once again, they argued. Martí recorded in his diary that Maceo wanted to govern Cuba with “a junta of generals,” creating a nation that would be subordinate to its army. By contrast, Martí wanted a democratic, elected government. Maceo wanted Martí to go back to New York and raise money and arms; Gómez had earlier pressed Martí to do the same, but acquiesced to Martí’s desire to see combat first. The tense meeting at La Mejorana broke up, unsettled. Maceo took off with his men on horseback in one direction, Gómez and Martí in another. Martí had been through weeks of hard marching in the Cuban bush, and his physical condition was frail, but his diary entries were full of optimism. From an encampment amid cedars and shrubs at Dos Rios, about forty miles northwest of Santiago de Cuba, Martí penned a letter by candlelight on May 18 to an old friend from Mexico. Despite the turmoil with the generals, Martí wrote with clarity and serenity. “I am now, every day, in danger of giving my life for my country.” His mind was racing beyond the battlefield to a more distant future for Cuba. He worried about the power of the United States, seeing a giant rousing itself to empire, fearful that it might swallow up Cuba, the Antilles, and more. Martí declared that it was his “duty” to resist the threat of US expansionism by establishing Cuba’s absolute independence. “I lived in the monster, and I know its entrails,” he wrote of his time in the United States. “And my slingshot is that of David.”

Martí was interrupted that night at the camp; he never finished the letter.

The next day, Martí and Gómez spoke to the troops. “We rallied the troops and Martí spoke with genuine ardor and a warrior’s spirit,” Gómez noted in his diary. Another witness wrote that Martí spoke “with the fervor of an apostle.” Then a battle erupted with Spanish forces who had tracked them down. Martí, on horseback, was shot and killed. Much about his death was later spun into a myth of glory and martyrdom, that Martí charged heroically into battle when Gómez had urged him to stay back. What is known for sure is that his bloodied body was carted away by the Spanish troops.

To Gustavo’s generation in the 1920s, the Martí story sparked imagination and curiosity. They were drawn by his martyrdom, by his political thinking and organizational skills, by his faith in democracy and his expansive pledge of a Cuba “for all.”

They were also drawn by Martí’s prescient warning of domination by the United States. “To change masters is not to be free,” Martí had declared. This danger seemed to Gustavo to be right in front of their eyes in the early 1920s—the power in Cuba of one man, Major General Enoch H. Crowder of the US Army.

Crowder was well known in Cuba. He had served in the first US intervention after the independence war, then again in the second intervention under Magoon. Crowder was principally responsible for Cuba’s codes of administrative law and visited Cuba frequently. He had devised and implemented the US military draft in World War I, served as judge advocate general in the army, had written a legal code for the Philippines, and came to Havana in 1919 to help Cuba rewrite its electoral code. He was considered a tremendous administrator, and the task of helping Cuba in its troubled times appealed to his sense of altruism. Once Zayas took office as president in 1921, Crowder became a proconsul, with unparalleled access to the palace.

After the “dance of the millions,” Cuba was broke, and desperately needed a loan from the United States. Before any loan, Crowder insisted that Zayas must carry out reforms. He pressed for a “moralization” program and wrote fifteen lengthy memorandums to Zayas over six months, making detailed proposals to clean up the government regarding electoral reform, graft, auditing, the lottery, and eliminating no-show jobs. Under pressure, Zayas listened. He appointed a new cabinet, five of them recruited by Crowder and dubbed the “honest cabinet.”

Crowder’s raw power led one editorial cartoonist in Cuba to depict Zayas signing a paper with Crowder holding his hand, and Zayas asking, “Which name shall I sign, Crowder’s or mine?” To Gustavo and his friends, it was an irritating reminder of the grip the United States had on Cuba. Gustavo wrote, “General Crowder’s actions in Cuba could not have been more offensive to Cuban sovereignty.” A wave of nationalism was rising in Cuba, not so much anti-American—as most of Gustavo’s friends had a good impression of the United States—but rather a desire to see Cubans making decisions about Cuba. The nationalism was also fueled by restive winds from abroad: the Mexican Revolution and the constitution of 1917; the more distant Russian Revolution; and the effect of the university reform in Córdoba, Argentina, in 1918.

Zayas secured a $50 million loan from J. P. Morgan & Co. in 1923, and Crowder was named US ambassador to Cuba. But Zayas no longer needed Crowder’s advice. He fired the honest cabinet and went back to the old ways. He put fourteen members of his family on the government payroll, including his son in charge of the corrupt lottery, which authorized special “collectors” to sell the tickets and keep a fat slice of the revenues. Politicians made a fortune by possessing multiple lottery collectorships. In the Christmas lottery of 1923, a man buying a ticket asked for his traditional wager on the number 4444. He was told he could not have it because Zayas’s wife had asked for it. The “four fours” ticket “won” second prize of $200,000, or about $2.9 million today. The depth and breadth of corruption offended the sensibility of even those who were long inured to it.

At the time, a nascent civil society was rousing itself in Havana. Gustavo was at the forefront, organizing the Association of Good Government in early 1922, a group of young professionals and businessmen who launched a campaign against corruption and graft. Cuba also enjoyed a vibrant press, with thriving periodicals such as Bohemia, Social, and Carteles, among others. By one count, there were thirty-seven daily newspapers in Havana alone. Many survived only due to political graft and subsidies, but taken together there was a plethora of voices.

Then in 1923 came a wave of open rebellion.

In March, a gathering of writers issued a manifesto denouncing Zayas, his corruption and Cuba’s “delinquent rulers.” While Gustavo did not sign the document, his café friends did, led by Martínez Villena and joined by Mañach and Marinello. They came to be known as El Grupo Minorista. Separately, an elite group of scholars published a shocking and detailed account of corruption under Zayas, written by the anthropologist Ortiz. It echoed what Gustavo had said a few years before—it was time for a complete overhaul. Next, a student protest broke out at the university, seizing several buildings. The leader was one of Gustavo’s law students, Julio Antonio Mella, a powerful speaker who organized demonstrations against the miserable quality of the university faculty, demanding free tuition and autonomy for the university. As a result, more than a hundred professors—many of them no-shows—were fired. The students formed a new, powerful force, the University Students Federation, or FEU, and unleashed still more anger at the government and the powers that be.

Gustavo played a direct role in the largest and most serious protest, which erupted in August. The Zayas government neglected to pay pensions for veterans of the war—a grave insult. A protest group, the Veterans and Patriots Association, sprung up with unruly rallies in Havana theaters. The group’s manifesto called for repeal of the corrupt lottery, proper collection of taxes, abolition of the botellas, honest elections, competitive bidding for government contracts, an independent judiciary—and more. The Veterans and Patriots movement captured the public’s imagination, including many young professionals. Gutiérrez became one of the association’s two secretaries and part of the inner council. The Veterans and Patriots embraced the refrain Gustavo had used in earlier years, “For the Regeneration of Cuba,” but they resisted his suggestion that they become a full-fledged political party. Zayas launched a crackdown. Eventually the Veterans and Patriots protest faded.



If Gustavo was the angry young man in 1923, over the next few years he turned more pragmatic and amassed wealth, prestige, and political stature. No small reason for this change was that Gerardo Machado, who had once cradled him in his arms, rose to the presidency.

Machado, a brigadier general when the independence war was over, returned to Santa Clara and became mayor. In one of his first acts, he burned down a court building containing records of his father’s cattle raiding. He also served under Cuba’s second president, Gómez, as inspector general of the army and secretary of Gobernación, essentially the chief of national law enforcement. Then he worked with a succession of US companies, becoming a successful vice president of the firm controlling the whole of electric and phone utilities in Havana, and he built a personal fortune with other companies as well. In 1924, the Liberal Party nominated Machado for president. With a heavy six-foot frame and tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses, he never failed to flash a smile, giving him a certain magnetism. “Chico, come and see me!” he said to everyone, taking them warmly by the arm, a campaign approach that worked. Gustavo had joined the Liberal Party, made up largely of workers and veterans, including many mixed-race and Black Cubans. He remained at heart a liberal populist. But politics in Cuba was driven more by personality than party. Politicians shifted allegiances more often out of self-interest and the rewards of office than any ideology.

Machado’s campaign slogan was simple: “water, roads, and schools!” He called for a “platform of regeneration.” He vowed to end political corruption, build local industry, and serve only one term, not “one single day longer.” In Cuba and Latin America, reelection was seen as the first step toward dictatorship, so Machado’s promise resonated. He had backing from the United States, especially companies with business interests in Cuba. No one expected him to be totally clean. Vote-buying, bribery, and coercion went on during the campaign, but on election day 1924, Machado won five of the six provinces.

For Gustavo, the election seemed to herald the coming of a reform era. Two leaders of the Veterans and Patriots movement joined the new government, and Machado won the endorsement of Ortiz, the scholar who had written the scathing critiques.

In 1925, Machado appointed Gustavo as counselor to the secretary of state, the government’s foreign relations legal adviser. This was precisely where Gustavo’s own interests had taken him, into international law. He had just completed a book about the League of Nations. He was now inside the government, not sitting outside in the cafés.

In September, the literary editor of Social, Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, began to profile a new generation of Cuban intellectuals. He selected Gustavo to be the first, praising him as an “eloquent speaker, a profound writer, a tireless fighter” in the “intellectual and political order” of Cuba. In the same issue, Gustavo wrote an essay about global affairs. He titled it “The Need for a New World.” He was an unalloyed idealist, declaring that all humanity was entering a “new era” of progress, including the benefits of modernity—electricity, aviation, chemistry, and radio. He described the globe as more interconnected than ever. He was a true believer in Woodrow Wilson’s vision of a liberal, democratic world order. He declared that Cuba must not be left behind.

    At the time, US finance and business interests were stronger than ever in Cuba. Machado was probusiness and traveled to the United States to offer assurances of his cooperation. At home, Machado proposed the most ambitious public works program ever seen in Cuba, including the construction of a 733-mile-long central highway from Santiago de Cuba in the east to Pinar del Río in the west. The contract went to a company controlled by Machado and cronies, and they gained an estimated $30 million from it. But to many Cubans, these projects signaled progress after years of drift and inaction.

The president also launched construction of a new national capitol, and he refashioned Havana, extending the seaside Malecón Boulevard. For the capitol, Machado demanded a crash construction effort. The contracts were signed in 1926, and the capitol was finished in three years and fifty days at a cost of about $20 million, a huge overrun, by some accounts more than half of it graft. In the rotunda stood “La República,” the fifty-foot-tall Statue of the Republic, an imposing symbol of Cuban statehood depicting a woman standing with a pointed lance in one hand and a shield in the other. Sculpted by the Italian artist Angelo Zanelli in Rome, thin robes of plated gold covered her muscular, bronze body, and she wore a Phrygian cap, an emblem of liberty often associated with the French Revolution.

Somewhat later, Machado launched another lavish architectural and design project, to build the Hotel Nacional, a four-hundred-room luxury resort intended to rival other grand hotels around the globe.

Gutiérrez became wealthy from these projects. He earned legal fees estimated by his family at $125,000 over several years, or about $1.8 million today. Although as a young man he had bristled at US economic dominance over Cuba, Gustavo was nonetheless adept at making connections with US banks, architects, and engineers. He also traveled to Spain and elsewhere in Europe and had sophisticated taste in art and architecture.

Gustavo built a mansion in Miramar, the lush neighborhood west of Havana. He created a storybook palace, resembling a Spanish castle with Italian accents. A turret and tower rose in the center. Inside, a mahogany curved staircase climbed to the second floor under a cupola; an Italian-themed salon was illuminated with a chandelier of Murano glass, the walls covered in blue silk. Gustavo’s third-floor library contained more than five thousand volumes on shelves that reached the ceiling. The house was named El Castillo Bellabrisa, or the castle with the beautiful breezes. Gustavo and María had four daughters, and it echoed with the sounds of a bustling family.

In his library, where he did much of his thinking and writing, Gustavo kept a quote from Abraham Lincoln under the glass on his desk: “I do the very best I can, I mean to keep going. If the end brings me out all right, then what is said against me won’t matter. If I’m wrong, ten angels swearing I was right won’t make a difference.”

Soon he would need those ten angels.






TWO TO TYRANNY AND BACK


In early 1927, President Machado sent a message to Gustavo Gutiérrez. He wanted to talk to the young lawyer.

Machado’s presidency had begun with a surge of goodwill. He seemed a man of the people. He strolled in the streets, gave $100 to a beggar, and donated a piano to a rural school. After a few months in office, Machado had become the most popular president Cuba had ever had.

But beneath the surface, there were flashes of trouble. Just three months after his inauguration, in 1925, an opposition newspaper, El Día, published a series of cartoons, one of which hinted that his daughter was a lesbian. On August 20, the editor of the paper, Armando André, a veteran of the independence war, was shot and killed while turning the key to his front door. Just days before, witnesses recalled hearing Machado at a club say he regretted “the necessity of having to kill him.”

Machado had pledged as a candidate to deal harshly with labor, and upon taking office, he did. Alfredo López, leader of the newly formed labor federation, was abducted on a Havana street, tortured in prison, and subsequently killed. In early 1927, Chester Wright of International Labor News reported that Machado’s forces had killed no fewer than 147 people. Mella, the fiery student leader expelled from the university, led the formation of a Communist Party. After calling Machado a “tropical Mussolini,” Mella was arrested on phony murder charges. He staged an eighteen-day hunger strike, was released—and fled to Mexico.

In response to Machado’s invitation, Gustavo went to the presidential office. Also invited were two prominent lawyers: Ricardo Dolz, former president of the Senate, and Octavio Averhoff, who later became rector of the university. Both were of Machado’s generation, had taught Gustavo in law school, and since formed a law firm with him. Machado hinted at something sensitive to discuss; he knew all three would give him honest advice.

He told the lawyers that, despite his earlier promises, he wanted a second term. He might have to change the constitution to do it. He didn’t feel like waging an election campaign, but he desired more time in office.

Machado asked for the lawyers’ advice. Dolz and Averhoff said that Machado need not worry about a contest—the people of Cuba knew how much he had done.

Machado then looked at Gustavo. “Well, I don’t have to ask you because I know you’re with me,” the president said.

But Gustavo was not. “Mr. President, my opinion is that you shouldn’t reelect yourself.”

Machado, furious, slammed the table. A lock of hair fell into his eyes. He was not expecting any opposition from the son of Miguel Gutiérrez, a family he had known for decades. “You are the one who opposes it? The one I lovingly held in my arms when you were an infant?”

Gustavo did not back down. “Don’t do something which you will seriously regret,” he said.

Machado did not listen. He confided his intentions to Crowder, the US ambassador to Cuba. Crowder reported to Washington that Machado was “savoring of dictatorship.” The United States decided to look the other way. When President Coolidge came to Havana in February 1928 to address the Sixth Pan-American Congress, he declared that Cuba’s people were “independent, free, prosperous, peaceful, and enjoying the advantages of self-government.” This was hardly true. At that time, four students accused of being Communists were arrested by police for putting up posters. They disappeared; their families could get no information. After Coolidge left town, portions of one student’s body were found in a shark’s belly. Another decomposed body washed ashore, prison chains still attached, half consumed by sharks. It appeared that the old Spanish custom had been revived of releasing prisoners from a chute in Morro Castle into the warm, shark-infested waters.

Machado was unrestrained. Using fear and bribery, he co-opted the Conservative Party to join the Liberal Party in backing him, along with the smaller Popular Party, in an arrangement to squelch competition. It was called cooperativismo. He distributed enough largesse to subvert them all. Then he cooked up a scheme to amend the constitution, making the Cuban president’s term six years instead of four, without chance for reelection. A handpicked Constituent Assembly, meeting in April and May 1928, created the new six-year presidency, then declared that Machado was eligible for the new term—the full six years. Machado of course was happy to oblige.

Gustavo was bitterly disappointed. The power grab dashed his hopes for genuine constitutional reform that would include suffrage for women, a cause of his wife, María. To make matters worse, Bustamante, his mentor, served as chairman of the Constituent Assembly.

Machado was dangerously intoxicated with power, and Gustavo knew it, but he found reasons not to abandon the president. Machado was the leader of the Liberal Party. The Machado and Gutiérrez families were close. Gustavo had business ties to the government. He long had wanted Cuba to be run by Cubans, a principle he had not abandoned. He felt a sense of duty to the larger good; he couldn’t just go into exile or give up.

At the same time, university students erupted in fury at Machado’s plan to remain in office. A small but active group formed the Directorio Estudiantil Universitario, or university student directorate, to oppose the regime.

The students wrote pungently phrased manifestos and pamphlets against Machado, denouncing his power grab as “a disastrous precedent that would threaten the stability of democratic institutions” and turn the constitution into “a useless piece of paper.” In 1927, students in the directorio were expelled and the university closed. It was reopened—and then closed again, in 1928.

On November 1, 1928, Machado, nominee of all three parties, was elected to the new six-year term, unopposed. It was a farce, not democracy.

A few weeks later, Gustavo heard shocking news from Mexico. Early on the evening of January 10, 1929, assassins gunned down Mella from behind as he walked down a street. The evidence pointed to a hit job ordered by Machado.

In the center of Havana, the magnificent Capitolio neared completion, its cylindrical dome soaring three hundred feet high. On May 20, Machado took his oath of office at the Capitolio for a second term, wearing a top hat and morning coat. A photographer snapped a picture of him standing amid the granite columns on the portico. The photograph was used by Cuban painter Enrique García Cabrera to draw the scene, which was then forged into a bronze bas-relief square panel and affixed to the main entrance doors.



In late 1929, Gustavo started something entirely new. He and María traveled extensively in Europe and filled their home with art and artifacts from Italy, France, and Spain. Gustavo was an internationalist. He wanted Cuba to be connected to the world he had experienced, not an isolated backwater. He liked to say that Cuba needed to “catch up to that car of progress and modernity that has gotten a little ahead of us.” With this idea, he founded a monthly journal of culture and intellectual thought, Revista de La Habana, to advance his vision of an educated citizenry. The first edition of the Revista, with an Art Deco cover, appeared on newsstands in January 1930 for 20 cents, with an opening editorial essay signed by the editors but clearly written by Gustavo titled “Toward a Culture in Pursuit of Truth.” He expressed the deep disappointment his generation felt coming of age in the new republic. He bemoaned a “lack of truth” in Cuban life, a “lack of honesty,” and a “brazen lack of education.” His writing was urgent, impatient, and resentful that the war-hero generation had led the country into a dead end. Now it was time, he insisted, to look ahead. “We must align our literature, our arts, and our sciences with modern ideas. We seek to be in sync with this age of radio, air travel, and machinery, which demands speed, elegance, simplicity, and above all, strength.” A sign of the times: the magazine listed sixty-one radio stations in Cuba and where to find them on the dial.



When the Great Depression struck, Cuba was undergoing a profound demographic shift. Gustavo’s generation was reaching the age of peak economic productivity. Nearly 750,000 young people had entered the labor force. Soon many were jobless and deeply frustrated. Sugar prices fell, and the US stock market crash of October and subsequent economic collapse inflicted a terrible blow. Wages in the sugar harvest fell to rock bottom; salaries were slashed for public employees. Factories closed. Some 250,000 heads of household were totally unemployed, representing about 1 million people in a total population of 3.9 million.

In this environment, opposition to Machado spread among lawyers, doctors, engineers, teachers, accountants, and other professionals. Machado could have responded tactfully. Instead, armed thugs invaded the bar association, the federations of doctors, dentists, pharmacists, the society of engineers, and the academies of science and history, and installed Machado’s desired officers. The president outlawed all public demonstrations by political parties or groups not legally registered.

On September 30, 1930, police opened fire on a march of university students, killing Rafael Trejo, a leader of the directorio. Machado immediately sealed the university, nailing the doors shut and stationing guards. The student directorio—enraged by the killing—published a manifesto on October 29 declaring that they had no alternative but to fight for “the deep social transformation that our present moment requires.”

Gutiérrez reprinted their entire manifesto in Revista, then he printed his own letter to a fellow professor, written in a soulful tone, lamenting that the university, now dark, would be seriously damaged if dragged into the political conflict. “To bring a problem of this nature to the heart of the university is, in my opinion, to do politics, and politics of the worst kind.” He wondered if the lights would ever come back on. The closure of the university was the final blow to his law professorship.

Machado next closed high schools all over Cuba, then closed teacher training colleges. In November 1930, constitutional guarantees of rights were suspended—a declaration of martial law. Lifted briefly, it was reimposed in December for the whole island. Army units in full combat dress took over police functions in the cities and towns; army tribunals replaced civilian courts. Military censors gagged the newspapers; editors complained that they constantly had to redraw the front pages. Machado forced the closure of the Havana Yacht Club, a playground for the aristocracy, on grounds that it was being used by “conspirators” against the government. Gustavo’s parents had joined the club in 1909, and he often took his family there.

In December 1930 Revista de La Habana ceased publication, in part due to the Depression, but also the political uncertainty.



Machado had created a secret police and specialists in torture. But perhaps the most horrific group was a government death squad, the porristas. They were organized by Leopoldo Fernández Roz, a teacher, to carry out private, unlawful acts. Provided with arms, ammunition, and identification cards, they took orders directly from Machado. They killed, assaulted, and tortured. Machado also used prostitutes to create a female force provided with knives, razor blades, and gloves tipped with steel claws to rip the clothes off women protesters on the streets. The death squads used the dreaded ley de fuga, an old Cuban custom. A prisoner is taken to a selected spot and told to run. If he runs, he is shot; if he does not, he is shot; and the report is written: “killed while trying to escape.” Ruby Hart Phillips and her husband, John, who was the Havana correspondent for the New York Times, witnessed it once outside their Havana apartment. “We saw a youth come running,” she wrote. “He was alone in the street, his shadow the only other thing moving. He was weaving wildly from side to side, as if he did not know where he was going. Then I saw him halt, raise his arms, and wave them. In the still hot afternoon, his voice was perfectly audible….” The man cried, “Don’t shoot anymore.” Then several men on a cliff nearby opened fire. “The first fusillade struck him in the back. He stumbled, falling. The second smashed through his head and shoulders. He fell in front of the huge stone statue erected to former president General José Miguel Gómez.”

Machado also used hardened criminals to do his dirty work. At about 8:00 p.m. on December 30, 1931, approximately a hundred imprisoned convicted criminals carrying blackjacks, knives, and hammers were let into Gallery No. 2 at the Príncipe Fortress, a dank prison in Havana. Some seventy students were being held there, shivering on small canvas cots, many held for nothing more than opposition to Machado. The thugs beat and slashed them savagely.

A fragmented opposition struggled to confront Machado, and a grim war played out on the streets. The most violent resistance came from a clandestine organization known as the ABC, working in secret cells of seven members each. A cell leader knew only the six others on the team, and one director from another team. They were organized in a hierarchy of levels A, B, C, and so on, so that if one cell was arrested, the whole organization would survive. The ABC soon attracted more and more young professionals and intellectuals. The group proposed an extensive political, social, and economic program, but its real impact was terrorist attacks against members of Machado’s government in reprisal for the bloody repression of the opposition. The ABC used a system called chequeo in which they carefully monitored a target’s movements before an ambush. They killed Miguel Calvo, the hated chief of Machado’s special torture unit, at 7:30 a.m. on July 9, 1932, when he passed by the cliffs near the Hotel Nacional, as he did every morning. Two months later, the president of the Senate, Clemente Vázquez Bello, was returning home from a morning swim at the beach when he was cut down by youths holding sawed-off shotguns. Machado retaliated. On September 29, Gonzálo Freyre de Andrade, a friend of Gustavo and former law professor who defended students resisting Machado, was brutally butchered at home in Havana, along with two brothers.

Havana echoed with bomb blasts. On April 14, 1933, seventeen bombs went off. Machado moved about only in an armored car with a phalanx of guards, guns bristling.

Gustavo’s university classrooms were closed, his hopes for reform dashed, his Revista de La Habana shuttered, and Machado, the friend of his family from Camajuaní, now ruled as a despot. The Great Depression and Machado’s dictatorship cast a long shadow over Cuba. Hungry mothers with small children begged in the doorways of vacant houses in Havana. This was the kind of despair unseen since the days of the reconcentrados during the independence war. Weeds choked the flowers and shrubs in Miramar’s once-glorious parkways.

During these desperate days, Gustavo made a decision that is difficult to explain. On June 26, 1933, he accepted Machado’s appointment to be secretary of justice, a cabinet position responsible for upholding the rule of law at a time when Cuba was drowning in lawlessness. One day after the job had been offered, a government car was waiting to take him to the ministry. The driver accidentally slammed the door on Gustavo’s hand. It was painful, and as María tended to it, Gustavo said aloud it was a bad omen; perhaps he should refuse the position. But she encouraged him to do his duty. In his swearing-in remarks, Gutiérrez said, “I am taking over this department with certain concerns, but without any trace of hesitation.” He did not say what the concerns were, but the streets were engulfed in violence. Gustavo felt loyalty to Machado, a sense of duty, and thought it better to be working from the inside, with a slim possibility that he could effect change.

When President Franklin Delano Roosevelt took office in March 1933, Gustavo saw a glimmer of hope. Roosevelt recognized the need for a change. His approach to Latin America would be the “good neighbor” policy, so he did not want to start with intervention in Cuba. He dispatched Assistant Secretary of State Sumner Welles as ambassador, with an implicit mandate to get rid of Machado.

Cool, lean, and handsome, immaculately dressed, and a friend of Roosevelt since they were at school at Groton, Welles had experience in Latin America and had written a two-volume history of the Dominican Republic. He arrived in Havana on May 8 and organized negotiations between Machado and the opposition, including the ABC and the university professors, but not the directorio. Gustavo brightened when he learned that Welles had come with a goal of reforming the constitution and electoral laws, then holding new elections. On July 26, Gustavo delivered an important early concession to the opposition, releasing hundreds of political prisoners. But despite Welles’s intense effort, the negotiations stalled.

Then came a wave of strikes. Bus drivers quit working; streetcar motormen and taxi drivers walked off the job, as did stevedores, ferrymen, longshoremen, and newspaper workers. Soon the country was paralyzed with a general strike. Food ran short, as did gasoline.

On August 2, Gutiérrez abruptly resigned as secretary of justice. He had been in office just thirty-eight days.

On August 7, a huge crowd gathered in front of the Capitolio. The crowd was told—falsely—that Machado had quit. It went wild with enthusiasm. But then Machado’s plainclothes police and porristas drove through and opened fire, killing 28 and wounding 168. Havana was gripped by fear in the days that followed. Shots echoed across the city, murders were reported daily, and frightened residents cowered behind closed doors.

On August 11, Welles demanded that Machado take an immediate leave of absence, and his cabinet resign. Next, Machado was told of a revolt by the Aviation Corps. In disbelief, he went to headquarters to face down any rebellion. When he marched in, officers told him he must resign or there would be bloodshed.

He realized it was over. The next day, Machado boarded a seaplane at the airport outside of Havana and flew off to the Bahamas, never to return.

Hungry looters ransacked a large store of supplies in the presidential palace in Havana, staggering into the streets under loads of coconuts, canned foodstuffs, stalks of bananas, and office equipment. Even fragments of furniture were taken as souvenirs. All the plants were pulled up, windows smashed, and an improvised sign “For Rent” was hung on the palace, to cheers.

Mobs began a violent spasm of revenge. The founder and more than a dozen of the porristas were killed by avenging hordes. The assassin who was alleged to have slain Mella in Mexico was found by students and killed. The mansions of Machado’s cabinet members were ransacked. Doors were ripped off and rooms looted, one by one.

At the Capitolio, three main entrance doors leading to the rotunda were made of bronze, each decorated with ten square bas-relief panels portraying a scene from Cuban history. On the panel depicting Machado’s 1929 inauguration, the president was standing on the portico, looking out toward the people. The students scratched off Machado’s face. On a second panel, showing Machado with the other presidents of Cuba, he was defaced with deep, angry slash marks.

Gustavo was terrified and went into hiding. The threat of mob violence was everywhere. One unruly crowd appeared near their house but then detoured to ransack a police station. “Gustavo and I were sitting on the porch of our house… with our daughters,” María recalled. “A large group of young men passed by, yelling and calling us ‘rats,’ which is what they called Machado’s supporters. We had to go inside. There was a terrible spate of looting and robberies. We got a phone call saying that they were going to tar and feather G.G. and parade him around the city.”

Gustavo’s priority was to protect María and his four daughters. He had no idea whether he would be targeted. After show trials by students, he and other professors were ousted from the University of Havana because of their association with Machado. Bustamante was expelled from the law school.

Out of work, Gustavo could not meet the mortgage payments on the mansion and was forced to sell it. He moved his family to a dingy, low-rent, two-bedroom apartment in Old Havana. At night the area was known for noisy bars, cabarets, and restaurants, not the ideal neighborhood for his daughters. But María kept their spirits lifted. In their darkest days, when the commotion on the street was too much, María pulled out her mandolin and played it for the family.



Cuba fell into a vortex of upheaval. Sentiment for dramatic change swept the island, not only in the political and intellectual classes of Havana, but also among working people in the countryside, where strikes were breaking out. People wanted a break with the Machado dictatorship but also with the corruption and misery of the old political system. The tenor was nationalistic and sought to free Cuba from the influence of the United States.

Initially, Welles handpicked a provisional president, Carlos Manuel de Céspedes. He was the son of a Cuban revolutionary hero and had been Cuba’s ambassador in Washington and Paris. But he was largely unknown to the Cuban people, lacked decisiveness, and seemed to be a puppet of the United States.

Two distinct forces rose to take power.

The first came from the army, where officers were still largely Machado supporters. In early September, disgruntled sergeants and enlisted men revolted, forcing out about five hundred officers. The rising was led by Fulgencio Batista, thirty-two, a sergeant-stenographer who exuded personal charm and can-do hustle. The sergeants’ revolt was intended to stave off rumored troop reductions and pay cuts. Batista took control of the military.

The second force was the radical students of the directorio. Their leader was Ramón Grau San Martín, a patrician doctor and professor of physiology at the University of Havana, who had a fashionable private practice. Grau was among Cuba’s most accomplished physicians, had been dean of the university medical school, and was a prolific scholar. He was imprisoned once, six years earlier, while protesting the expulsion of university students. A tall and gawky bachelor, Grau, forty-six, had a finely clipped mustache and wore elegant suits. He was by nature a pragmatic man, and a reformer.

The students and the sergeants joined forces and Céspedes was removed in a bloodless coup on September 5. Grau and Batista, and several hundred supporters, went to the presidential palace, where Grau told the president calmly, “We have come to receive from you the government of the nation.” Céspedes abandoned his post without formally resigning. Briefly, an executive committee of the students and sergeants took charge, but after five days, Grau became provisional president.

Thus began what is called the revolution of 1933. Grau, with the impatient students at his back, issued a blizzard of progressive and reformist decrees. Some of them dated back to unfulfilled hopes of the Veterans and Patriots movement a decade before. Grau set a minimum wage for sugar cutters and an eight-hour day for all workers; established voting rights for women; granted autonomy to the university; created a program of agriculture and land reform; and ordered all businesses, factories, and farms to employ at least 50 percent Cuban-born workers. Grau dissolved all political parties that had cooperated with Machado, including the Liberals. His government promised to hold elections for a constitutional convention the following April, which would lead to a new constitution.

Significantly, the despised Platt Amendment was abrogated, ending thirty-four years of US hegemony over Cuba. Gustavo and his generation felt this was long overdue.

The United States refused to recognize Grau’s government, which undermined his chances for success. Welles had multiple reasons for opposing Grau. He saw him as a product of a mutiny, beholden to the students and sergeants, and attempting a leftist social overhaul, including land reform that would threaten US interests. Moreover, Welles had seen his own choice, Céspedes, forced out.

Grau’s rapid-fire decrees led to near anarchy. More than eighty labor strikes were under way. The historian Luis Aguilar wrote that “the appearance of the government, with the coming and going in the Presidential Palace of armed young men shouting for the urgent enactment of some decree, was not reassuring.” The newspaper El Mundo asked, “Who is ruling Cuba?”

On October 2, about three hundred of the deposed army officers staged an armed uprising at the Hotel Nacional, a monument to Machado and luxury. They barricaded themselves inside the hotel, refusing Batista’s orders to return to barracks as privates. A firefight broke out between them and the army, positioned outside. The army shelled the hotel and sprayed it with gunfire, while the deposed officers, many of them crack riflemen, returned fire from balconies and windows. As many as one hundred soldiers were killed and dozens wounded; at some point eleven unarmed officers were massacred near the tennis court. The elegant hotel was a shell-pocked, bloody mess. The surviving officers eventually surrendered.

Grau and Batista had barely talked to each other, and their alliance collapsed. Batista pushed out Grau on January 15, 1934, and Grau left Cuba on a steamer bound for Mexico five days later. In just 127 days in office, Grau had become a torchbearer for ideas of social change that remained alive in Cuba for decades. The student directorio disbanded, but some members were convinced after the bitter experience of 1933 that they needed a political party to carry forward Grau’s vision. That new party, the Auténticos, was founded on February 8.

Batista was now indisputably in charge. A week after Grau was ousted, Cuba was again recognized by the United States. Batista, who was of mixed-race heritage, had cut sugarcane as a young man and grasped the plight of the poor. He remained the ruling military strongman behind the scenes for the next seven years as presidents and politicians came and went. Constitutions were torn up, reinstated, revised, and torn up again. Elections for a new constitutional convention were promised, scheduled, delayed, and delayed again. Balloting for president and Congress was held but the reins of power remained firmly in the hands of Batista. Three men held the office of Cuba’s president in these years, but all were puppets of Batista. Political parties were banned, reinstated, and dozens of new political groupings appeared, many of them youthful, aggressive, and revolutionary, including the Auténticos. But for the most part, these groups were still searching for a solid footing or were driven underground. The real center of power was the military, which Batista steadily expanded so that by the end of the 1930s, the army had taken control of the lottery, customs, and other agencies. Batista mostly ruled by canny maneuvering, but he resorted to brutality at times, suppressing a general strike in March 1935 in which a dozen or more people were killed. Less than two months later, the army confronted and killed Antonio Guiteras, who had served as interior minister in Grau’s short-lived government but now was plotting a socialist revolution and violent uprising against Batista. The jails filled with political prisoners, opposition parties struggled to survive clandestinely, and periodic beatings of journalists and the occasional discovery of the corpse of a political opponent with a bullet in the head “made it even clearer how far Cuba was from anything resembling democracy,” wrote Batista’s biographer Frank Argote-Freyre.

Within a year or so of losing his mansion, Gustavo managed to move his family back to a rented house in Miramar. It was not Bellabrisa, but he found time to think and write. He did not know how long the resentment over Machado would linger. His experience must have led to some personal soul-searching. Gustavo had served in Machado’s government, but he also saw clearly the horrors of Machado’s despotism and believed his ouster in the revolution of 1933 was justified. In a moment of reflection a few years later, Gustavo wrote that in the spirit of “loyalty and personal decency” he would accept responsibility for having served in the Machado cabinet, however briefly. Machado, he said, ruled with “great achievements and great errors.” But “no one can force me” to accept blame for acts in which he did not agree, nor take part.

The public hysteria subsided. What Gustavo had seen in the past few years—the despair and desperation of the mobs, the unchecked power of Machado, the revolutionary cries under Grau—all led him to conclude that a new system must be built for Cuba and that he could help create it. A new system was the only way to permanently end the cycles of corruption and dictatorship.

To do this, Gustavo would have to rebuild the constitution. And to do that, he would have to climb back into the political arena.

In the summer and autumn of 1934, he began to write a new constitution for Cuba. He hoped to rescue the Liberal Party from the ignominy of the Machado dictatorship. He was brimming with strong emotions and ideas. The Cuban people, he concluded, had been worn down “by the most ruthless economic crisis in recorded history” and were “lost in an endless labyrinth of myriad hatreds and ambitions.” Gustavo wrote that Cuba had only three choices: a constitutional system with elections, anarchy, or a dictatorship. He believed the only way forward was electoral struggle, “so that it is the people, and only the people, who decide.”



By October, Gutiérrez had drafted a new constitution, and a new platform for the revitalized Liberal Party. He was working with Ramón Vasconcelos, a journalist and polemicist who headed the party. Vasconcelos was a man of contradictory and ambiguous views; once a critic of Machado, he had become a spy for him in Europe, sending back reports on radical student exiles. After Machado’s ouster, Vasconcelos returned to Cuba. Briefly banned, the Liberals were reinstated by 1935, but the party began to break up into splinters. Gustavo and Vasconcelos clung to one of them, still called the Liberal Party, but reduced in size and influence from the old days.

Gustavo’s draft constitution was profoundly influenced by the deprivations of the Great Depression. He was smitten by Roosevelt’s New Deal and the idea of social democracy and activist government, and fashioned his program after it.

But Gustavo also inserted a provision in the draft constitution that reflected his democratic spirit and idealism.

“Sovereignty resides in the people,” he wrote, “and all governmental authority comes from them.” To give those words heft, he added:


The right of legislative initiative belongs, first and foremost, to the people, who can exercise this right by submitting popular messages or bills to Congress, provided that they have been duly signed by no fewer than 5,000 voters and written in a legible and respectful manner.



For the next few years, Gustavo lobbied hard for a new constitution containing this kernel of hope. In October 1936, he presented a draft to the Cuban Senate. He had reduced the number of required signatures for a citizen initiative to a thousand people, adding a requirement that the signatures be notarized. Gustavo then worked as an adviser to a Senate special commission studying the new constitution. By December, it had hammered out a fresh draft, and made it public. This time, the requirement for a citizen initiative was ten thousand signatures, but eliminated any requirement that they be notarized.

At a Havana convention of the Liberal Party in August 1937, held at the elegant National Theatre, Gustavo implored party members not to dwell on their past troubles. He urged a “new route,” toward social democracy, inspired by the New Deal, quoting FDR. Gustavo was elected to the House from Havana in 1938.

The idea of a new constitution had been in the air since Grau’s brief presidency. All the provisional governments under Batista supported it but did not act. In mid-1938, acting out of self-interest, Batista gave new life to the idea, promising elections for a Constituent Assembly to write a new constitution. The United States was pushing him to accept civilian rule. To retain power, he realized he would have to win a legitimate democratic election. Batista’s support for a new constitution was critical to Gustavo’s hopes; without it, the new charter may never have come about.

Batista proceeded to transform himself, at first by creating an alliance with Cuba’s Communist Party, which had been growing in popularity, although banned for many years. The party was small, well organized, and took orders from Moscow. Batista, long despised by the party, legalized the Communists in September 1938. He was being pragmatic, hammering together whatever planks he could to build a civilian political coalition, including some former supporters of Machado. Gustavo’s Liberal Party was part of this Batista alliance.

The opposition force was the Auténticos, led by Grau, the doctor and professor who returned in December 1938 from four years of self-imposed exile in Miami. He wasted no time building a challenge to Batista with an alliance that included the ABC radical opposition group that took shape during the battle against Machado. The Grau forces were committed to civilian control of government, in contrast to what had been years of Batista’s military-backed caudillo rule.

By the spring of 1939, all the political players had agreed on the need to elect the delegates to a Constituent Assembly—essentially, a constitutional convention. The balloting on November 15, 1939, was the fairest in the history of the Cuban republic. This was the genuine pageant of democracy—people making the choices—that Gustavo had longed for over the years. In a stunning result, Grau’s forces won a victory over Batista and his allies, taking forty-one of the seats, to thirty-five for Batista. Most importantly, Batista accepted the outcome, and did not use troops or thugs to rig the balloting. For Batista, the constitution was a stepping-stone; his larger goal was to win the presidency. On December 6, he resigned from the army—a major step in his transformation—and announced he was running as a civilian.

Cuba faced a blizzard of political pressures in 1940. The Constituent Assembly would meet to write the new constitution from February to June, divided between the Batista and Grau blocs. At the same time, a national election campaign would be under way, with Batista facing off against Grau. The vote was set for July 14.

The constitutional convention opened on February 9, 1940, in the marbled House chamber of the Capitolio. The hall was electric. Gustavo recalled that the public gallery was packed with “working men and women, peasants, professionals, businessmen, landowners and soldiers, teachers, elegantly dressed ladies of the most exclusive social circles, politicians of all affiliations, revolutionaries of all leanings. It was a melting pot come to a boil, nervous and passionate.” Gustavo felt the diverse crowd “gave a stamp of extraordinary grandeur” to the moment. A flag that had once covered José Martí’s tomb was given to the Assembly as a gift, a reminder of his ideals. A US diplomat who attended the opening ceremony reported that the public gallery was packed with Auténticos, who cheered when Grau appeared but loudly booed when Batista’s name was mentioned.

Outside, the whole country followed by radio. Cuba’s most popular magazine, the weekly Bohemia, published a running chronicle in every issue. There was an atmosphere of high-mindedness as the convention opened. The participants realized that Cuban society was demanding more than the usual politics. Grau, elected president of the Assembly at the outset, declared, “The rivalries, hatreds and factions that have so far separated us must not exist in this assembly…. This assembly represents the destiny of Cuba.”

Jorge Mañach, who had taken part in the café debates with Gustavo and was a former ABC member and one of Cuba’s leading intellectuals, called the convention “the consummation of a nation’s prolonged, dramatic yearning…. If we are here today, it is because the people willed it, and we are here for what the people want.”

José Manuel Cortina, a lawyer, politician, and journalist, implored the Assembly, “Here, we must dampen self-serving passions.” He offered a simple slogan for the work ahead: leave the parties outside! Bring the nation in!

Nonetheless, the Assembly was plagued by trouble. One session went nineteen hours and an older delegate collapsed from illness; Grau stopped to take his pulse and prescribe medicine. The drafting process fell behind. It was performed in secciones, or committees that worked almost entirely in secret. To overcome delays, the Assembly created a seventeen-member umbrella coordinating committee, led by Cortina, to pull together the drafts from the secciones. But the coordinating committee also fell behind. At one point the coordinating committee threatened to give up, caught in a bitter dispute over taxation of large plantations and the rights of small farmers. The committee was persuaded to keep working. On April 25, the public gallery in the chamber was filled with law students who had come in hopes of witnessing history. When they looked down on the floor, it was empty. There was no quorum.

Then a dirty deal nearly derailed everything. A small political faction led by Mario Menocal, the third president of Cuba, who was at this point an aging patriarch, was lured to switch from Grau’s coalition to Batista’s in exchange for political plums, including the right to pick candidates for vice president, the mayor of Havana, and other positions. “Cuban politics is pretty rotten,” the US ambassador, George Messersmith, who had just arrived, wrote to Washington. The deal shocked the country and shifted the balance of power to Batista—giving him control of the convention in midstream—a stinging setback to Grau. When Grau tried to resign in protest, it was rejected by the convention. Then, on May 17, Grau submitted a “formal and irrevocable” resignation, potentially throwing the convention into chaos.

José Manuel Cortina rose to the moment and reminded Grau of the pledge they had made at the outset to avoid “fanatical, self-serving political partisanship and pigheadedness.” Grau stayed on.

After the Machado dictatorship and Batista’s strongman rule, the new constitution was written expressly to limit the power of the executive, creating the post of prime minister and giving Congress power over cabinet ministers. A president was limited to one four-year term and could not run again for eight years. The Assembly debated the death penalty, habeas corpus, equality before the law, labor rights, agribusiness, and religious freedom.

Democracy seemed imperiled by Hitler, and Cuba had been awash in Nazi propaganda. In May, debate flared over an amendment, proposed on the spur of the moment, to outlaw organizations with “totalitarian tendencies.” Was it right to impose limits on speech and assembly in a free society? The proposed amendment was revised to guarantee freedom of assembly, but it also declared that groups “contrary to the democratic representative system of government,” or those that seek to subvert the state, would be unlawful. It was approved.

In the same vein, Joaquín Martínez Sáenz, who had been a founder of the ABC movement, proposed an amendment drawn from his experience fighting Machado’s dictatorship with bombs and violence. It declared that “appropriate resistance” could be used by citizens defending the rights guaranteed in the constitution. Some members questioned whether it was necessary, but Martínez Sáenz recalled how Machado had used the ugly porristas. The new amendment, he argued, would protect the right of people to resist with force. The amendment was approved and became Article 40 in the new constitution, with important ramifications in the years to come.

The Assembly rushed to finish. Of the total 286 articles, 236 were approved in only 14 sessions. The new constitution was more than twice as long as the 1901 charter, in part because it included 61 sections on social and economic matters such as family, work, and culture.

For once, bickering parties, the politicians, and schemers all came together to accomplish something larger than their narrow self-interests.

The constitution, finished on June 8, included the provision for a citizen initiative that Gustavo had first authored years before. It became Article 135, Section F, which provided that laws could be proposed by congressmen and senators, government officials, courts—and by citizens. “In this case,” the constitution declared, “it will be an indispensable prerequisite that the initiative be exercised by at least ten thousand citizens having the status of voters.” It was not a panacea. A proposed law would still require approval by Congress and have to be carried out. But it meant that citizens would have a voice, a chance to shout “Enough!” Had it existed earlier, Gustavo believed, Cuba’s citizens might have expressed outrage at the Machado dictatorship, the violent porristas, or the corrupt lottery. They might have slipped the leash of the Platt Amendment or the grip of Batista.

Now, four decades after independence, they had the power of initiative—a key to their own destiny—if they chose to use it.



On July 5, 1940, Gustavo joined the throngs gathered at the Capitolio for what he hoped was the dawn of a new era. Crowds swelled before the palace of white limestone and granite with a striking dome that rose above Havana’s jagged rooftops. From the portico, lined by towering columns, Gustavo could see a red carpet snaking down the broad main steps, flanked by a rippling sea of summer suits and floral dresses. Invited dignitaries were escorted up the red carpet by an honor guard. Beyond, spectators jammed small balconies and filled the canopied storefront sidewalks.

At the top of the main steps, leaders of the political factions that made up the Constituent Assembly stood shoulder to shoulder, facing the crowd, every one of them wearing a dril cien.

The new constitution they had created was truly democratic. It laid out separation of powers among executive, legislative, and judicial branches, with an independent judiciary. There would be both a president and a prime minister, a “restrained” executive, as Gustavo had put it, to prevent the rise of another caudillo, or strongman. The constitution declared that all Cubans were equal before the law and prohibited discrimination of any kind. It contained strong guarantees of individual rights, including habeas corpus; freedom of thought, speech, press, conscience, assembly, and religion; inviolability of the home; and privacy of correspondence. Elections were to be based on a popular vote. The constitution was bulging with promises of social justice. It had sections on family, culture, property, and labor—with a provision, for instance, that the monthly salary of a primary school teacher must be at least one millionth of the total national budget—all of which was unusual for a constitution. Gustavo knew there was a risk that if the social benefits did not materialize, disenchantment would erode trust in the document. The new constitution also carried many provisions that were stated only as goals, and would require legislation to become reality, such as a new electoral code. But even with imperfections, Gustavo felt the constitution was a genuine blueprint for social progress, democracy, individual rights, and an activist state. It was a fresh start, finally leaving behind the flawed 1901 constitution, which gave the United States a protectorate over Cuba that undermined its first decades of independence.

On the portico at exactly 5:00 p.m., an army cornetist sounded a call to attention. Carlos Márquez Sterling, a university law professor, who became president of the Constituent Assembly when power shifted, stepped up to a small table. In remarks that boomed over the loudspeakers and were broadcast live on radio, he declared that the new constitution “broke the spirit” of the old Spanish colonial era and demonstrated “we are beginning to enjoy our life as a responsible nation.” He acknowledged that the document had flaws but said it was a product of Cubans working together with maximum effort. He avowed that the constitution would close the book on years of improvisation, uncertainty, and provisional governments. “Law has prevailed over force,” Márquez Sterling stated. “Justice over arbitrary judgments. Liberty over chaos.”

Márquez Sterling declared the constitution of 1940 formally promulgated, the last act of the Constituent Assembly. Applause welled up from the steps and the streets beyond. At the Plaza de la Fraternidad, adjacent to the capitol, cannons fired a twenty-one-gun salute. The army band played the national anthem, “La Bayamesa,” with lyrics written in 1868, when Cuba’s first war for independence had begun.



In the presidential election that followed eleven days later, Batista won, defeating Grau 58 to 42 percent, with an expensive, all-out propaganda campaign in which he used the army to muscle and intimidate voters.

On November 21, Gustavo was chosen to be Speaker of the House of Representatives. He was optimistic that Cuba had turned a corner. As Speaker he could shape legislation to turn the new constitution into everyday reality. In early 1941, he drafted and introduced an electoral code. The law eliminated an old system that resembled an electoral college, based on each region, and put into practice direct popular election for the presidency, which would boost the prospects of populist parties, including the Auténticos.

But Gustavo’s optimism did not last. Batista did little to create the semi-parliamentary system that Gustavo and others had envisioned. A backroom deal, made earlier, meant that Congress was overcrowded with both incumbents who were in office before the new constitution, and those elected since. Many stopped coming to the Capitolio altogether. By autumn 1941, Gustavo could not summon a quorum in the House chamber. Legislation was languishing. Disenchanted, he stepped down.

But he was not finished with public life. Gustavo was an internationalist. Back when he was debating his friends in the cafés, Gustavo had written a book on the League of Nations, optimistic about the power of international law to prevent war. The rise of Adolf Hitler shattered those illusions. During World War II, he began writing another book. Published in February 1945, La Carta Magna de la Comunidad de las Naciones described the horrors of Nazi Germany and demanded that the world adopt a new, more aggressive approach to protecting human rights. Gustavo drafted what a global bill of rights might look like, drawing from the US Constitution, among others, and from his own experience in writing the 1940 constitution for Cuba. He emphasized the importance of free expression, free assembly, equality before the law, and the sanctity of human dignity. He declared “it is essential to insist upon the advantages of democracy as the system of political organization of nations for the enjoyment of equality, liberty, and justice.”

His ideas proved influential in the first years of the United Nations. Cuba’s diplomats were at the forefront in pushing for a global declaration of human rights. They prepared a version that closely paralleled the provisions proposed by Gustavo. When the formal drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights began under Eleanor Roosevelt, the documents submitted by private individuals, and studied in the preparations, included Gustavo’s proposed global bill of rights. He went on to become Cuba’s deputy ambassador and then full ambassador to the United Nations, where he led the General Assembly’s committee on economics. He also headed Cuba’s national economic council; served at the UN Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, helping displaced war victims; and represented Cuba at global trade negotiations. He was a mandarin—a diplomat, jurist, and scholar.

Gustavo’s greatest contributions were the constitution of 1940 and the citizen initiative. But after all his work, he was discouraged. Cuba had not yet established public faith in democracy and honest government; violence and corruption persisted. The constitution was important, a set of rules, but it was only a piece of paper. To succeed, it must be accepted by the society it governed. Gustavo worried constantly about losing the people’s faith in laws and democracy. By 1944, he felt the constitution was in danger of becoming “ineffective,” and said so in a public speech warning of the drift.

As it happened, there was a mesmerizing voice on Cuba’s most popular radio network with the potential to sweep away the old maladies and defend democratic ideals.

It belonged to Eddy Chibás. He would take the baton.






THREE “BITE, ROOSTER!”


On August 5, 1951, Eddy Chibás began his Sunday as usual, with café con leche, bread and butter, double portions. From the top floor of an Art Deco apartment tower in Havana, he eagerly read the newspapers and magazines, then dug into clippings and documents sent to him by friends and supporters from all over Cuba. He checked to make sure the pencils on his desk were sharpened. He started to write on sheets of paper, slowly, in a firm hand. As the hours passed, he skipped lunch, engrossed in his script for the evening radio show, his outrage building and spilling onto the pages.

He was forty-three years old, short and stubby, nearsighted, and wearing thick glasses that gave the impression he was always squinting. He had never married. He could be erratic and distracted. He had been known to rummage through his address book and telephone a woman with an invitation to lunch, only to be reminded that it was already 5:00 p.m. He would pace absentmindedly on the phone as the cord twisted into a knot around him. He raced around Havana in a Packard convertible, ignoring traffic signs and speed limits, probably because of his poor eyesight.

He had one preoccupation: to clean up Cuba’s soiled politics and dysfunctional government. The obsession began as a radical student at the University of Havana, grew intense in the struggle against Machado, and deepened during the Constituent Assembly, to which he was elected, outpolling every politician on the island except for ex-president Grau. On the radio, Chibás regularly defended the 1940 constitution against disrespect and neglect. He was determined to shame the grafters, gangsters, and enemies of democracy, and he did so every Sunday evening on CMQ radio, Havana.

In his normal routine, the radio script was typed by his devoted personal secretary, Conchita Fernández, while Eddy wrote by hand. Later, a few close friends would arrive at the López Serrano building, the tallest residential apartment tower in the city, crossing the terrazzo sunburst floor in the lobby, and take the elevator to the penthouse apartment with a view of the Gulf of Mexico. They would read the scripts silently, then comment; Eddy was impatient and attentive. He wanted to know what worked—and what didn’t. He usually left for the studio at about 7:45 p.m., in a white dril cien suit, smoking a Chesterfield, greeted by a throng on the street. He would walk or drive his Packard convertible to CMQ Radiocentro, five blocks away, where another crowd of fans waited.

It was the heyday of radio. By 1949, there were more than half a million receivers in Cuba, and the island was more tuned to radio than elsewhere in Latin America. The most powerful station was CMQ, with a twenty-five-thousand-watt transmitter, state-of-the-art headquarters, and an enormous audience. The airwaves in Cuba were a cacophony of talk, zesty entertainment, and advertising that produced rich rewards for the owners. For years, CMQ had been associated with the Cuban soap manufacturer Crusellas, a subsidiary of Colgate-Palmolive in the United States. Cubans got far more news, culture, and entertainment from radio than from newspapers. Radio was much easier for the large number of Cubans who were illiterate.

In 1947, Eddy’s weekly radio broadcast at 8:00 p.m. scored the highest rating for a single show in Cuban history, surpassing the wildly popular radionovelas, or soap operas. A New York Times reporter described Eddy as a “reporter, crusader, gossip and muckraker” who provided listeners with a half hour of “verbal fireworks.” Chibás brought a natural charisma and theatricality to radio, passionate and messianic. When he came on the air, people stopped what they were doing. Visitors to Havana walked down the empty streets and heard Eddy’s broadcast from open windows. In villages and small towns, multiple families gathered around a radio set, cheering him on with whoops of “¡Pica, gallo!” or “Bite, rooster!” when he went after someone. Chibás spoke a language they understood. He was sometimes called El Loco, or the crazy one, because there was something over the top about Eddy.

At the core of it was a deep-seated moral outrage. Chibás was flamboyant in his manner, compared to the sober Gustavo Gutiérrez, yet both were champions for an honest Cuba, devoted to eradicating the stains of corruption and democracy’s failings. Gustavo’s quest had been a relatively quiet one, writing laws and a constitution. Eddy’s crusade was a hectoring one, full of drama. He understood the immediacy of radio and mobilized people as no one had before him.



Chibás was the son of a wealthy engineer, Eduardo Justo Chibás, who owned sugar and coffee interests in Oriente Province, and served as the director of tramways and electricity in Santiago de Cuba. The younger Chibás was educated at the Colegio de Dolores in Santiago and at Belén in Havana, the two most famous schools on the island, as well as a boarding school in the United States. He enjoyed a privileged life: travel across the ocean on a steamship, vacations in the Swiss Alps, touring Paris and Venice, and membership in the Havana Yacht Club. In 1924, his father built a luxurious Italianate mansion in the Vedado neighborhood of Havana. But the youthful Eddy gravitated as a student to radical politics, inspired by the fiery rhetoric of Julio Antonio Mella at the university, and enthralled by Professor Grau, who stood up for the students and the directorio. When Grau became president in the revolution of 1933, Eddy began hosting a radio program extolling him, La voz de las Antillas, or the Voice of the Antilles. In the years that followed, Eddy’s popularity grew. He played a major role in a general strike against Batista in 1935, and was imprisoned for six months. After serving as a member of the Constituent Assembly in 1940, Chibás ran as an Auténtico for the House that year and won easily. He captured a Senate seat in 1944. With Eddy’s support, Grau won the presidency in a landslide, which Chibás hailed as a “glorious journey.” Chibás hoped Grau would at last redeem his brief, turbulent presidency of a decade earlier. Grau inherited a wave of prosperity; sugar prices soared at the end of the war, and Grau’s campaign slogans included “Let there be candy for everyone.” Chibás was an unabashed and eloquent propagandist for Grau. He arranged to buy a thirty-minute program on CMQ radio to speak about the Auténticos and the new president.

Before long, Eddy’s enthusiasm for the “glorious journey” ran aground. The president, who had always projected an image of puritanism, turned out to be tolerant of the most blatant graft. In December 1946, Chibás reported on his radio show that the education minister, José Manuel Alemán, was siphoning off sugar tax money meant for schools and diverting it to Auténtico candidates. “What have you done, bandit, with the funds destined to buy paper, pencils and other material for public schools?” Chibás demanded in a rage. Later he denounced cabinet members for profiteering by selling goods such as rice, lard, and flour, which were in shortage and under official price controls, on the black market. In a brazen heist, Alemán and a cohort of aides took a convoy of trucks to the Treasury building, walked past the guards without interference, loaded suitcases with bundles of currency, and drove to the airport, where a chartered DC-3 was waiting. They flew to Miami, where the money was transferred to Alemán’s business headquarters, a cool $19 million.

Eddy’s whole experience in politics was shaped by the revulsion to Machado’s power grab. The constitution of 1940 was written to expressly prohibit two consecutive terms for the presidency, so Chibás was stunned to learn that Grau was thinking of seeking a second term by changing the constitution. This was the worst that could happen: his idol, his mentor, violating the provisions of the constitution they had written together. Chibás wrote a twelve-page letter to Grau urging him to end the corruption of his ministers and not seek another term. Eddy asked Grau why he had “opened his arms to the old politics.” Grau ignored him. Soon, Chibás broke with Grau entirely. Chibás said Grau was transformed from an “apostle of honesty” to the “apostle of the black market, botellas, and corruption.”
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