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  INTRODUCTION

  FIDEL CASTRO'S life and mine have paralleled and intersected in strangely prophetic ways.

  In 1950, I traveled to Cuba for the first time, with my parents. I was fifteen, and my enchantment with the exquisite, sensuous, languid Cuba of that era laid the basis for my later enchantment with all of Latin America. That year, a young and unknown Fidel was violently making his way through the political jungles of the University of Havana. In 1955, I studied in Mexico City at Mexico City College. The budding young revolutionary Fidel was also in Mexico City that year, organizing his new movement. Finally, in the 1960s, I spent months in Havana and interviewed Castro four times, I lived in the Guatemalan mountains with one of the guerrilla movements he inspired, and from that point on my professional life seemed to revolve around following the wake of Fidel Castro around the world. Whether in Guatemala, Angola, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Vietnam, Panama, Portugal, Laos, Poland, Syria, Mozambique, Uruguay, Chile, Jamaica, Grenada, or the Soviet Union, Castro's tactical and strategic hand and genius could be traced everywhere — and always it was poised like a dagger against the United States. Indeed, Castro's Cuba was already becoming the prototype for guerrilla and irregular activism across the Third World.

  Still, why was I driven — for that is the only word — to write this unlikely book and to uncover as many facts as humanly possible about a man whose entire being demanded his not being known? Looking back, I think it all really started on July 26, 1966, when for ten hours I stood in the Plaza de la Revolución in Havana and watched Castro "speak" to the Cuban people on the anniversary of his Moncada attack. As the hours passed away and as he ceaselessly cajoled, hectored, and commanded the crowd, I simply could not figure out what it was that I was seeing. Tidal sweeps of emotional waves moved inexorably from caudillo to the masses and back again. An American-trained Cuban psychiatrist, Dr. Claudio Palacios, told me days afterward what he thought was going on: "In the square, there is a kind of dialogue between him and the people. Oh, the people do not speak, but from time to time, they applaud. And they find that he is saying exactly what they are thinking." If this was not strange enough for me, a woman of the "rational" North, it seemed even more jarring to me that, while every other man and woman I knew seemed to be in thrall to Castro. I was not. In the initial hours I spent with him, I neither liked him nor disliked him, but he enticingly puzzled me. So it was that I began to question the very nature of his tie to and his control over so many people.

  Meanwhile, from those years of the 1960s until this moment, my scope of inquiry enormously enlarged, and almost always it focused around these kinds of leaders: Third World dictators, modern caudillos, "Marxist" revolutionaries, countryside guerrillas, and charismatic leaders. Muammar Qaddafi, Juan Perón, Salvador Allende, Omar Torrijos, the Ayatollah Khomeini, Saddam Hussein, Daniel Ortega, Cesar Montes, Manuel Noriega . . . Soon enough, I began to realize that, as Max Weber could have told me, these types of leaders remain unknown because they need to remain unknown. It is the distance, the unknowability, the mystery, the remoteness of the charismatic leader that underlies his emotional control.

  More and more, then, from the late 1970s on, the idea of a definitive Castro biography — politically definitive, historically definitive, but above all psychologically definitive — gripped me. Through my work in Latin America from 1964 onward, I knew many sources who had known Castro, often intimately, at his various stages. I kept hearing incredible stories about him, most of them even having the benefit of being true. As I traveled constantly around the world, I became more impressed and amazed at the scope of his power. The realization gradually grew in me that virtually everywhere the United States had had major foreign policy crises (in at least one of which, the Missile Crisis, the dénouement could have been fatal), the hand of Fidel Castro could be found.

  I began the book by posing the questions that his presence in the world, in effect, posed to me: What exactly was going on there in the plaza? What was the nature of the spell that Castro wove over his "masses"? How was it possible that a man from a small and powerless island should have been able to garner so much power that he could effectively challenge the American superpower itself?

  I began this strange Odyssean intellectual and political adventure into the soul and psyche of this unknown leader in a systematic journalistic manner. What did I find? First I found that the most tiresomely popular and even obsessive questions about him are almost totally irrelevant. When did he become a Communist? When did he cease being a democrat? Did the United States and Dwight Eisenhower drive him to Marxism? Were the Russians wooing him before the Revolution? I found that most of the accepted "truths" about him were either wholly or largely untrue. For the real Fidel Castro, a fascinatingly and ostensibly "public" person, is really a meticulously secretive and secreted person, a tactical and strategic genius wholly without human principle who guilefully knows how to weave useful myths and spin historic tales — and, much of the time, even he himself believes them. To the United States, but also to an amazing degree to his own people, he remains as unknown today as he was in the Cuba of 1959, which he proceeded to transform with a wave of his "princely" Machiavellian hand in a manner never before seen in Latin America — or, for that matter, most of the world.

  Because of his masterful hold over them, few Cubans have paused since 1959 (or have dared so to pause) to question who "Fidel" really is. They have accepted the distance, in great part to protect themselves from breaking the spell that gives their life form and meaning; above all, they have needed the distance and its concomitant control. But those questions are inside them, too. One day in 1985, for instance, I was taking Cuban diplomatic officials in Washington to lunch, hoping to convince them to aid me in returning to Cuba. At first, the diplomats insisted properly that, while a personal book about Castro was fine for the United States, "Of course, no one in Cuba is interested in Fidel's personal life, in his private life. . . ." By the end of the lunch, however, they were beseeching me, their eyes glistening and their voices intense, "Was he ever married? Does he have children? Where does he live? You said his father came from Galicia?" A chill passed over me that moment, for Castro was the man who controlled every waking moment of their lives and they did not have the faintest idea who he really was!

  Spurred on by scenes like this one, I and my staff traveled everywhere I felt there could be something important to learn or know about this phantasmagoric man. I went twice to the northwest of Spain, to his father Angel Castro's Galicia, found his uncle and other relatives and even found the pitifully poor stone house of Angel's impoverished boyhood. Bogotá, Miami, New York, Los Angeles, Houston, Lexington, Daytona Beach, Austin, Fort Lauderdale, Stanford, San Francisco, Madrid, Warsaw, Tegucigalpa, Managua, Paris, Munich, Vancouver, New Delhi, Cairo, Nicosia, Kingston, London, Cali, Caracas, Santo Domingo, Manila, San Juan, Panama City, San Salvador, San José Mexico City, Moscow, and Helsinki: all became ports of investigation.

  It used to be that to know what went on in the power centers of the world, we could depend upon classic or traditional history and historians, upon documents in archives and upon the memoirs of responsible people. But while the larger and more traditional world is still blessed by the great works of our historians, there also remains and often predominates in the twentieth century a new "irregular" world of lurking guerrillas, of nameless militiamen, of documentless states where historic archives rest in the heads and hands of natural dictators. Indeed, the world I have covered since 1964 is more and more this irregular world. I watched countries we thought permanent simply close down, not only to historians but to journalists as well. Through all of this, I came to realize that we must create new methods of investigation, if we were not ironically to leave tens of millions of people in the ambiguous "Information Age" imprisoned without any knowledge from outside and without any acknowledgment of their suffering.

  How, finally, did I make decisions on "what is true?" about such a deliberately elusive and deceptive man as Castro? I simply approached this type of "history" in the same way one would conduct a deeper kind of journalism. Having gathered all my facts, information, and interpretation, I carefully compared versions of history and applied common sense and probability.

  At times, I felt I knew him very, very well. I found "Fidel" in many leaders in the world. He was the Western Hemisphere Hispanic brother of the sanguinary "dear leader" of Ethiopia, Menguístu. He was the cousin of the charismatic Archbishop Makarios of Cyprus, whose Socratic "conversations" with the masses almost exactly paralleled "Fidel's." In the end, he was frighteningly close to Mao Tse-tung, striking out at the fading light with executions and with even a Cuban form of Cultural Revolution. But along the way, he was above all that ancient/ modern political creature, the leader who takes over a country and transforms it by first making himself and the people one and then positing everybody else as outside, alien, destroyable. He was always the existential motor, not of Communism, and certainly not of democracy, but of the classic human aggression of the naturally born dictator of men.

  In the end, I knew that my early instincts about him had been right. The questions the world had asked so obsessively, with such rote repetition, since 1959 ("When did he become a Communist? Did the U.S. drive him to Communism?") were not even remotely the relevant questions. Everything people thought they knew about Fidel, they did not know. Everything they did not know was what was important. I think that is why Cuban intelligence wanted and plotted for at least two years to steal, copy, or "get" the book.

  That is why Castro told an interviewer in 1986, "No, I will never talk about my personal life, but soon, without my collaboration, everything will be known."

  That is why I wrote this book: I want everything to be known. I want people to say, after they have read it, "But, of course . . ." And then — "Oh, my God!"

  


  GEORGIE ANNE GEVER,

  Washington, D.C. June 27, 1990


  Part I

  Fidel


  THE THIRTIETH YEAR

  All men dream, but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their mind, wake in the day to find that it was vanity. But the dreamers of the day are dangerous men for they may act their dreams with open eyes. This I did.

  —T. E. Lawrence

  TO MOST OF THE WORLD, on January 1, 1989, the thirtieth anniversary of the Revolution, Fidel Castro was still the romantic revolutionary hero of the twentieth century. He had smitten the dread and archaic dictator Fulgencio Batista, cuckolded the great and all-powerful United States of America, and "freed" his Cuban people. He had sent hundreds of thousands of his own officers and soldiers and guerrillas of a dozen nationalities (twenty thousand of them), all trained carefully by him, sweeping Napoleonically from one end of the globe to the other, destroying governments from within and creating new legitimacies without in the manner of no power in history. From Mexico to Moscow to Managua, and from the universities of Minnesota, Mainz, and Minsk, Fidel Castro remained the single modern revolutionary of epicentral consequence.

  By the thirtieth anniversary of the Revolution, Castro had more troops around the world than all the other Communist leaders put together. His military was the largest in Latin America, larger even than Brazil's. Because of the enormous levels of Soviet arms deliveries and aid, the Cuban army numbered 145,000 men, but these already substantial numbers were backed by 110,000 ready reserves and more than a million men and women in the Territorial Troops Militias. Cuba, with slightly more than ten million persons, was probably the world's most completely militarized country — 57,000 troops in Angola, 5,000 to 7,000 in Ethiopia, and hundreds and thousands from South Yemen, to Libya, to Nicaragua, to Mozambique, to Syria, Equatorial Guinea, Tanzania, Guinea Bissau, North Korea, São Tomé Algeria, Uganda, Laos, Afghanistan, and Sierra Leone.

  But numbers only sketch the form of the unique, odd power of this modern man. To understand its pervasiveness, it is necessary to look at the global consequences of guerrilla warfare in the twentieth century. For although the roots and practice of the "little warfare" of la guerrilla reach deep into history, it was Castro who invented, or perfected, or expanded the uses of every single one of the techniques of guerrilla warfare and of terrorism that were then dramatically additionally expanded upon by the Palestinians, the Iranians, and the Central American guerrillas. Without Fidel Castro's advice and support, there would have been no Nicaraguan Sandinistas, no invasion of Grenada, no guerrilla movements from El Salvador to Uruguay to Chile, no destruction of democracy in the Southern Cone, no Marxist Angola, Mozambique, or Ethiopia. There would have been no new political, ideological, and strategic balance of power in southern Africa; and no supernational "drug state," defended by the Leftist guerrillas he had trained, spreading like an evil and consuming Rorschach blot across Latin America, with its own armies and borders. There would have been no extension, for the first time, of Latin America's reach within the United States, no first and no second Marxist-Leninist state in the Western Hemisphere. In short, he devised virtually every twentieth-century technique with which the weak now fought the strong. From 1959 on, wherever the United States had a watershed foreign policy crisis, Castro's formative hand could be found.

  But he did even more. He transformed legality; he led the way, for example, to a "new logic," which allowed stateless Iranians to "try" American hostages from Teheran to Lebanon. He was an alchemist of the law, the century's doctor of disintegration and its vicar of breakdown. When the toll was counted, it would be charted on the rolls of history that he was in substantial part responsible for the fall of Nikita Khrushchev, for bringing the world to the brink of nuclear war in the Missile Crisis, for John F. Kennedy's death, for the massive and threatening Central American immigration to the Texas borders, for America's humiliation at the Bay of Pigs (which led America directly into the quagmire of Vietnam), and for the threat of Irangate and thus the Iran Gulf realignment. Hell, he even once overthrew a government in Zanzibar!

  But despite these extraordinary historic geopolitical accomplishments, as he stood atop the podium in Havana in the Plaza de la Revolución that January 1, 1989, he was strangely disconsolate, and he was angry. He felt his victories slipping away from him. He knew, if the world did not, that despite his extraordinary imperial and martial accomplishments, he had reason both to reflect and to worry — and to plot the next steps with a care he had never before so needed to exercise.

  From his position high above las masas on that breathtakingly sparkling day of Cuban winter, he could see the fringe of surrealistic stark white buildings, like Spartan sentinels of the "New Cuba," proudly displaying the valiant and sober pictures of Che Guevara, of Lenin, and of Engels. The square still looked appropriately martial, clean, revolutionary. But beyond, the once sensuous Spanish colonial city of Havana was literally sinking into its own decay.

  Once, the Malecón Drive that edged the Caribbean like a sinuously reclining woman had been a joy to walk along — now it was empty and crumbling. Once Havana had been the exotic, heavenly blooming plant of the Caribbean — now, sober Havana waited in food lines, waited at restaurants, waited for the minuscule rations of milk, of meat, of shoes. In Fidel's defiantly "socialist" Cuba, a bride still received a bonus ration of a nightgown, and so did a pregnant woman, causing some irreverent wags to note that these were exactly the two times when a woman least needed one.

  After thirty years there were no more toilet seats anywhere, and the Havana Libre Hotel, the former Hilton, still used the same exhausted towels they had used in 1959 — the "HH" embroidered on them gave them away. Cuban exiles who were permitted to return to Cuba in the late 1970s and early 1980s thirsted for a resurrection of their memories, but they were fearful of finding only changes. To their amazement, they found that, to the contrary, almost nothing had changed. Todo tal cual, tal como era, a young Cuban exile journalist in Spain, Emilio García Meras, kept repeating to himself when he returned. "Everything just the same, everything just as it was." García had pictures of his childhood, and he was stunned once again to find the same images. "The same crystal windows there. The baths. The iceboxes were from the time of Humphrey Bogart. ... It was as if it were a bad dream, as if we had arrived at an enchanted city. Todo tal cual, tal como era. Perhaps it would have been better if I had not grown either."

  But in the plaza that day in 1989, Castro's problems fell away from his broad shoulders. Again he breathed deeply of the power that the Cuban people granted him. Again he gazed down on the more than two hundred thousand tiny heads bobbing and swaying and listening. Yes, his beloved "masses" were still there. They had not deserted him, for the very simple reason that they could not. Indeed, la plaza was the shrine of Fidel's outer and inner world. It was in the plaza, in the response of the "faithful," that he found the only real love he knew. They were the mirror of his needs and of his leadership. It was in the plaza that he drew in the sands of his time the political and spiritual parameters for his people and then sent them out to conquer in his name.

  The speech started.

  It was a special speech, marking as it did his three defining decades of "transformation." Viewed from below, still tall as a palm tree and strong as an oak, he remained mystically capable of grasping las masas in his strangely feminine hands and molding them to his whim and will. His harangue was delivered as always in a voice that altered rhythm only occasionally. His right arm swept in great circles, then crashed down, his second finger outstretched for emphasis, to drive his furious words into the waiting, receptive minds. Occasionally, he cajoled, even joked, even flirted with las masas. They loved it. He loved it, too, for the masses not only provided him with the only sure human resonance to his powerful will, they were his only real human contact.

  Part of his genius was that while he was projecting this very image of strength, he was able in the same breath to make the people afraid for him. This double imagery of strength and vulnerability bonded the crowd to him even more diabolically. The people in the plaza that New Year's Day of 1989 could see that, although he was only sixty-two, he had suddenly started aging very quickly. They worried about him, told visitors he must not leave Cuba because out there "they" (which had become almost anyone "outside") might kill him. They saw that his beard had grayed, and then whitened, as a frighteningly sudden transformation began to overtake the Cuban strongman.

  But a morbid preoccupation with his health had started to grow inside him, although the Cuban people knew nothing about it and the world heard only rumors: a heart attack, lung cancer, rectal cancer. The gynecologist of his former wife, Mirta, whispered to special friends in Madrid that Mirta had whispered to her that Fidel had had a heart attack. An Egyptian doctor who was a specialist on rectal cancer was suddenly flown to Havana. CIA physicians "confirmed" in their masked anonymity that he had lung cancer, a view which gained in credibility and currency when he suddenly gave up smoking his favorite Romeo y Julieta cigars, which, he had joked, "will be my last contribution to the Revolution." Even the Russians threateningly leaked to the American press that they wanted to talk about Castro's "succession."

  Those same anonymous CIA analysts noted on the thirtieth anniversary that his oratory was increasing in anger and even in frenzy. In place of wooing las masas out there in the hot sun of the plaza, more and more he was actually "denouncing the people." No longer the patient explainer of the world to an innocent, dependent, and absorptive people, he was coming more and more to lecture them, to scold them, to berate them, as though it was they who had failed him. He was becoming a leader preoccupied with Apocalypse, obsessed with his own fading youth, and morbidly concerned that the next generation of Cubans might resist his orders for the final, judgment day mobilization.

  Then, on that crucial moment of the anniversary, there occurred something unusual and even ominous. Since the birth of the Revolution thirty years before, he had always ended his speeches with the grandiose words of "The Apostle" of Cuban salvation, José Martí's classic ¡Patria o Muerte! — Fatherland or Death! But that day, with his gargantuan capacity for confounding, he paused first for dramatic effect, he wiped away the sweat on his mobile, mottled face and rangy beard, he stared across the square for a moment, then, in a different voice, he shouted:

  "¡Marxismo-Leninismo o Muerte!" Marxism-Leninism or Death!

  What was he doing? Confusion flickered momentarily across the Cubans' faces, then passed. As always, las masas accepted Fidel's "logic." Actually, it was all quite simple. For thirty years, Castro's very favorite game had been to toy with the world over the question of when and if he had become a "Communist." First he was, then he wasn't, then he was again. At this moment, as the Russians effectively launched their de-Communization, Castro was mockingly, but also seriously, proclaiming Havana as the new Vatican of true Marxism, deliberately relegating his Russian "patrons" to some shadowy ideological periphery halfway between Social Democracy and the Republican party.

  But that same night, there were portents of a different reality drifting and existing threateningly out there beyond his words. His own Cuban TV followed "Marxism-Leninism or Death!" with a show that started with a U.S. rock video called "Get Out of My Dreams, Get into My Car."

  Castro's problems were not only from the inside. Changes were closing in upon him in historically unexpected directions from the outside. He had never liked the Russians, but he had trusted them cynically to be there for their own interests. They did not need to be "loved" like the Americans, they only needed him to expand their empire into the Third World that loved him and hated them. But now there was Mikhail Gorbachev, the false Dmitri of modem times, democratizing, liberalizing, reforming. Now, dark and fearful Mother Russia was shedding both her paranoia and her revolutionary fervor. Gorbachev had even held elections in the Soviet Union for the first time since Lenin had wisely abolished them in 1917. And in that cold land, where "the masses" were forever supposedly inertial and unmoving, in historic Leningrad itself, "the people" went out and massively wrote "X" on the ballots to negate the Communist party chiefs. If that sort of treacherous disobedience had been lurking all this time inside the sober and shrouded Russian people, could it not be lurking too inside those very Cubans who were cheering him in the plaza? If Gorbachev could do these unforgivable things — making even the famous question of Castro's "Communism" no longer relevant — what rock did he himself any longer have to stand on to move the world?

  When Gorbachev finally arrived in Havana on April 3, 1989, the incredible weave of dramas of that fateful spring began its inexorable unraveling. New master of public relations Gorbachev deliberately delayed his plane an hour in Ireland in order to arrive just in time for the American nightly news — Gorbachev was manipulating the American press, a job that Fidel had long reserved for himself. It was the Russian leader now who was the younger man, the "new" leader with "new" ideas. And at first, the meeting appeared friendly.

  But as Castro escorted a patient and resigned-looking Gorbachev to the eternal housing projects, to the countryside, around decaying Havana, signs quickly accumulated of unhappy rifts. But it was when the Russian leader addressed the Cuban National Assembly that the yawning chasm of ideology and of the intentions of power opened before the entire watching world. The hall was filled with Cuban officials, but whereas before they would have sat ramrod straight as they listened to their líder máximo and to the new Soviet leader, in this new era they lounged, they coughed loudly, they talked among themselves. Castro's "introduction" of the Russian leader took a full fifty minutes, almost as long as Gorbachev's entire speech. In it, he pointedly insulted Gorbachev with nasty little criticisms of Stalinism, the greatest sore point in the world for this Russian leader.

  When Gorbachev got up before the assembly, he first praised Castro as a "living legend." But "living legends" are always dangerously close to becoming dead legends. Then, Gorbachev spoke against any further aid to the Castroite guerrilla movements, and Castro's cup of rage boiled over. Now they were threatening his very life's blood. But Gorbachev forged right ahead, calling for "an end to military supplies to Central America from any quarter." On a deeper level, the Soviets were warning Cuba that mobilization without development had reached its limits, that nuclear weapons had changed the nature of war to such a degree that support for wars of liberation should be abandoned, and that the Soviet Union was suffering from a severe case of "imperial indigestion."

  On the immediate level, Gorbachev for the first time revealed to Cubans the reforms and even elections that were taking place within the Soviet bloc. In effect, he was forcing his glasnost or openness down Castro's throat — and in Castro's own country. On the more transcendental level, he was informing the Cuban people that Fidel Castro had tied them for thirty years to a failed ideology, and that to survive, they now had even to mimic the americanos.

  Lenin had ridden across Germany in a closed railway car to begin the Russian Revolution — Gorbachev rode quietly out of Havana on April 6 in a closed car. The Cubans who waited along the streets complained that they could not make out which car he was in. Castro answered that the Soviets had requested a closed car because "they were afraid Gorbachev would get a cold," which was a little like worrying over Napoleon getting sunstroke en route to Moscow. When Gorbachev arrived directly in London from Havana, he was smiling broadly for the first time in three days. Now, here was a country he could understand — a country with elections, free market mechanisms, and the likable Margaret Thatcher, who appreciated Gorbachev as a "man I can do business with."

  The aftereffects of Gorbachev's visit flooded over the suddenly beleaguered Castro for months; every week the stream of troubles grew ominously larger. He had depended upon East Germany for intelligence training; upon Czechoslovakia for weaponry. In the fall of 1989, "Communist" Eastern Europe collapsed like a treacherous house of cards before his very eyes. Now, where would he go?

  From that moment onward — from Gorbachev's hapless trip and Castro's thoroughgoing realization that he had no longer an ideological homeland, from that watershed spring of the thirtieth anniversary of the Revolution — Cuba descended into a hellish chaos and into a realm of cold brutality that the country, even in its worst days, had never before witnessed. When Chinese revolutionary leader Mao Tse-tung found his "revolutionary immortality" fading away, he launched the horrendous Cultural Revolution, destroying an entire generation of intellectuals. When Adolf Hitler saw his Third Reich failing, he launched a last Götterdämmerung from his Berlin bunker. When Fidel Castro saw old age and the failure of Communism closing in on him, he turned ruthlessly against his very finest military officers, executing them in the name of "corruption" but in truth for posing an alternative to him.

  The fall of that crucial year of 1989 burst upon him like an even more menacing wind. For at least the last ten years, he had depended upon unscrupulous government after unscrupulous government in Panama to smuggle him technology, drugs, medicines, consumer goods. First, the populist Panamanian General Omar Torrijos had helped him; after Torrijos's death in 1981, the little, clever, pockmarked brute, General Manuel Noriega, had staunchly stood with Castro against the United States. Together, they were sure the gringos would never invade Panama, they were certain the United States had been too burnt in Vietnam and was now simply a passive player on the world stage. But to assure Noriega, Castro had worked out for the Panamanian dictator a deadly clever protection plan, which involved both a tapestry of bluff against the Americans and the building of an alternate and parallel military structure within Panama, the Batallones de la Dignidad, or "Dignity Battalions."

  In a life of creating "irregular" military structures and threats, this one stood out as one of his most beautifully calibrated. It combined every nuance of psychological threat, employing as it did the emotions over the Panama Canal, the historic American presence in Panama, and middle-class anti-Noriega Panamanian reformers. In the spring of 1988, Castro had begun sending instructors to train battalions made up of the most violent thugs from the slums, along with dependent city workers and a smaller group of perpetual Leftists. The Cuban instructors were backed up by good numbers of advisers from Nicaragua, in particular those who had trained the turbas divinas or "divine mobs" who were used to break up opposition rallies in Managua with clubs and blows. Always and ever looking back upon his own ascent to power through his guerrilla movement in the Sierra Maestra from 1956 to 1959, he genuinely convinced Manuel Noriega that, even if the gringos did invade, the battalions would lead hundreds of thousands of Panamanians to the mountains.

  But Noriega began to go quite crazy that fall of 1989, and then, amazingly, on December 20, 1989, it happened — the United States did invade. Fidel knew about it when the circles of American planes leaving North Carolina flocked around Cuba. For minutes, he was sure he was being invaded and in desperation he put the entire island on sudden alert. But the planes passed to the west.

  The invasion, a new and original kind of attack launched in the dark at one in the morning in a style the Americans had never been smart enough to use before, did, in fact, swing Castro's "Dignity Battalions" into action. As Noriega's Panama Defense Forces melted away, and as Noriega himself squirmed through the streets for four days before finally giving himself up, the Castro-trained battalions fought ruthlessly. But in the end, it was not enough. They, too, gave up, and the "massacre" of the middle classes and the democratic leaders that Noriega and Castro had been planning did not come to pass.

  At first, no one wanted to believe in the "massacre theory." But when the American troops found sixty-five thousand Cuban weapons, still all wrapped up tightly in their Cuban wrapping, the threat to massacre the middle classes was finally taken seriously. "We were waiting for it," the highly respected Panamanian banker and statesman Gilberto Arias told me that winter. "Noriega had studied Hitler and was fascinated with the Holocaust, and he was going to kill us all." Noriega was not a Castro but he liked Castro's tactics. "He was borrowing from Cuba the control mechanism, not the ideology," Ricardo Arias Calderón, the new vice-president of Panama, added. "He was clearly planning for . . . potential guerrilla warfare in case the U.S. carried out the invasion." And when American Special Forces Major Steve Slade "liberated" Noriega's summer home, "Escondido," he found two books on his night table: a history of Hannibal and, not unexpectedly, Niccolò Machiavelli's The Prince.

  As Castro's "empire" was falling apart politically, so too was he losing intellectual support. Everywhere he looked, he found criticisms from former admirers and even sycophants. But in those years leading up to 1989, it was the case of Régis Debray that disturbed Castro most deeply. Castro remembered all too well how the young Frenchman from a powerful upper-class Gaullist family, the star student at l’École normale supéreure, had come to Cuba as the most entranced of acolytes that pivotal year of 1965, when Castro was organizationally and ideologically at the height of putting his "guerrilla universe" in place.

  Debray had played with Communism in those years, traveled about the world, suffered over "revolution" while wearing English tweed jackets and dancing in St.-Tropez. Soon he was personally chosen — blessed — tapped — to sit at Castro's feet, while Castro shrewdly dictated to him the ideas that were to be no less than a new, indigenous Castro Marxism for Latin America and for the Third World, cutting the Soviets out. Revolución en la Revolución?, a treatise on guerrilla warfare, was only a small, slim book, but it had a behemothic effect on the world. At the very height of the romance stage of guerrilladom, the book would stand as the creedification of Castro's own revolutionary faith and experience, and the announcement of his intention to impose its form on the rest of Latin America.

  But by 1986, Debray was back in Paris, working for the tame and "respectable" Socialist president, François Mitterrand, and writing coolly with a most supreme ingratitude that periods of "wars of national liberation" had nearly everywhere drawn to a close. "Power today is becoming based less on physical and material parameters (territory, military forces) and more on factors linked to the capability of storing, managing, distributing and creating information," he wrote. "Yet the Soviet Union remains a superpower in the traditional sense, strong only in terms of obsolete forces such as tank divisions and conventional military deployments." The worthless, cursed Frenchman could not leave it even there. "The Third World is bidding its farewell to arms," he summed up. "It is seeking God and computers rather than Kalashnikovs. I say 'God' because traditional cultures are resurfacing — they are better suited than ideologies to fill the void created by technological and economic upheaval. . . ." Fidel could hardly speak for rage.

  The ingratitude of foreigners was bad enough, but far worse and far more cruel was that now, after thirty years, the youth of Cuba, the very flower of Castro's revolutionary tree, was beginning to leave him. The new technocrat class was clearly bored with the sheer inefficiency of Cuba and exhausted by a sacrifice that had become bureaucratized into eternity. Their favorite whispered phrase about Castro was: "He is like the sun, from afar he warms, but nearby he burns."

  It was even worse with the less-educated youth. Castro had himself seen a long video study of Cuban young people, made by his own National Directorate of Police. The study found 48 percent of the Cuban people under twenty-five were listless and disillusioned, and it pictured them in detail and with a shattering honesty. The police included pictures of Cuban homosexuals, whom Castro had always abhorred and persecuted (for one thing, they uniquely were able to resist the spell and the force of his "machismo"), reveling in pornographic and Dionysian dances; statements from youths who did not even know who was the president of Cuba; photos of "freakie-freakies" with shoulder-length hair and skintight jeans who were as far removed as they could be from what a disciplined, upright, neat "Communist youth" should be.

  These young people even went so far as to dare to make fun of the sacred iconography of the Revolution. A Cuban salsa or folk song group released a catchy song, "That Man Is Crazy," supposedly about Ronald Reagan. Instead, Cuban young people began chanting it whenever Castro's aging image came on to the movie or television screen. They avidly listened to broadcasts from the United States and they insulted Castro's most primal feelings when they called running away to live on the streets "joining the guerrillas." While Fidel walked back and forth in his high-ceilinged office in the palace, stopping often to stare at the huge mockup of the Sierra Maestra on one long table, all his great and memoried battles carefully marked on every hillock and mountaintop, these abhorrent and ungrateful young Cubans were haunting the alleys of Old Havana like wild creatures, tormenting their leader by looking for Western tourists with dollars to sell.

  Then there were those others who were "leaving him," the suicides: revolutionary Cuba's first president, Osvaldo Dorticós; the minister of labor, Augusto Martínez Sánchez; Cuban ambassador Alberto Mora . . . Suicides had always been part of the surrealist landscape of Cuba, but now suicide actually became the major cause of death for Cubans between the ages of forty-five and forty-nine.

  If there had been one genuine heroine of the Revolution, it was Haydée Santamaría, with her square, plain, honest face and her sad seer's eyes. When she realized Fidel had survived the disastrous Moncada attack of 1953, she could barely speak to cry out her feelings, writing: "Finding him, we could begin to speak of a truth and a reality; we could begin with something — for we had nothing." Then, one day in 1980, she went into the bathroom, put a gun to her head, and blew her brains out. Her death was reported on July 28, but she had actually ritually killed herself on July 26, the sacred anniversary of Moncada. Some said her husband had left her for a younger woman; some said that Fidel, in giving her husband permission to marry again, had derided Haydée where he knew she could hear him, calling her vieja y chocha or "old and doddering." . . . Whatever the source of her despair, Haydée Santamaría, fervent believer in Castro and his Revolution, was dead by her own hand.

  Still, in this cauldron of conflicted emotions and of bondages political and psychological, Castro knew his power would last only as long as the world did not really know him. This was ironic, because everyone thought they "knew" Fidel. In truth, his life was a carefully calculated game, played out to keep the truths about him and his psyche at always just the right distance. Indeed, he set up his life so that nobody would really know him at all.

  His techniques of wooing, of cajoling, of flattering, were brilliant. He made people his accomplices, and they thought he was their friend. He established dialogues that went nowhere, but what matter? His late-night visits were designed precisely to keep people waiting and impose his power upon them until, by the time he arrived, they were pathetically grateful, flattered, and relieved. Who could go home without "seeing Fidel"? How kind he had been! He wooed them with red-carpet treatment, with the perception of closeness to absolute power. He tiresomely repeated statistics, until no one could possibly challenge him. He dealt with himself in conversation with mocking self-deprecation, and people whispered to one another, "See how sincere, how humble he is. He can't continue his errors because he always admits them."

  But what did any of them really know? What did they know about Mirta, his only wife? Who knew that she lived reclusively now in Madrid with her conservative, jealous second husband? Who knew that if she ever dared talk about the "great man" she had loved and married, she would never see their son again?

  And what did they know about Isabel Custodio, the beauteous Spanish Republican teenager he had wanted to marry in Mexico?

  What did they know about Celia — the irreplaceable Celia Sánchez?

  What did they know about the gorgeous, mischievous, voluptuous Naty Revuelta, who helped finance the Revolution and then made the odious mistake of turning down Fidel's proposal of marriage before he came to power? And what did they know of Naty's daughter by him, the infuriating Alina, who had inherited her mother's beauty and her father's temper, and who had once actually shouted at him, "You are a mediocrity!"

  What did they know about Gloria Gaitán, the dark rose of Bogotá? What did they know about Dalia, the "woman from Trinidad," and the five children she had borne Fidel?

  What, for that matter, did they know about the Tropicana dancer, about the woman who said he smoked "the whole time," about the ungrateful girl who dared to complain that he never took his boots off, about Marita Lorenz who so awkwardly tried to kill him, about the Cuban actress who confided to Fidel's interpreter, "You can't imagine what a brute he is, what a selfish monster, he just put his pants down, and quick." But then she smiled. "But, of course," she added, "the monster can't control the pleasure I feel knowing that the monster is Fidel Castro!"

  The same mystery that Fidel so carefully wove about his affairs he also created about his houses. In the early days, Cubans and foreigners knew that he had often stayed at Celia's famous walk-up apartment on Calle Once in the Vedado section of Havana. They knew he had a Spartan room there, with a single bed, a balcony with exercise machinery, and a small study. He made sure that people got the impression that, as one Indian ambassador's wife noted, he was accessible to the Cuban people because Celia's little house had no lawn and so his car would be parked on the road, apparently very "publicly" and casually, just outside the building. "There is this psychological thing that you are not cut off with huge lawns and trappings of a presidential or a prime minister's house," Mrs. Ambika Soni argued. But then she thought for a moment, seeming to puzzle over a contradictory reality. She added, with sudden revelation, "No, he was visible, not accessible."

  Most of the Cuban people did not know that their leader, while having no true home, actually had an extraordinary range of houses. There was a mansion in historic Siboney near Santiago, another on 49th Street in Havana. There was an estate in Candelaria, "La Deseada," and about ten kilometers away from there lay his lordly hunting estate, "La Víbora," which remarkably resembled the huge estates that Eastern European leaders had seized from the old aristocrats in the early years of Communism. When Fidel hunted there, he would instruct the Cuban Air Force to send a small plane or a helicopter to skim the mangroves and scare up the ducks so they could be more easily shot, and if his pilots died in such adventures, as they did, it was their privilege. Some of his homes even had bowling alleys made in Japan.

  He had a complete island, Cayo Piedra, near Cayo Largo, which was reserved for the líder máximo's most intimate and personal affairs. A sophisticated facility that included every type of game and a heated pool, this "home" served other purposes besides recreation or the ever-constant wooing of foreign visitors, pilgrims, and supplicants. Fidel's Panama operations — financial dealings that were a kind of "caudillo capitalism" — were conducted in the most total secrecy in places like Cayo Piedra and the strange, isolated Orwellian settlement of Barlovento, which opened to the sea but was wholly closed to Cuba. In these somehow ominous and eerily depersonalized villas by the sea, shadowy international buccaneers like Robert Vesco could come and go in a world without immigration laws or visas, live in surrealistic and clandestine comfort in a stateless world, suspended in time and place, and provide Fidel Castro with virtually everything he needed, from Apple computers to American machine guns.

  Tens of millions of dollars flowed through Cuban "corporations" like CIMEX, a front enabling the Cuban Ministry of the Interior to receive dollars for Cuba in exchange for every sort of "business" from false visas (142,000 between 1985 and 1989 alone) to the illegal use of dead bodies. Indeed, Cuba had become a country in which privileges spun off from the center for the Castro elite in every direction.

  But despite all these privileges and all of the extraordinary reaches of his unique power, as the new decade of the nineties began, Castro was afraid. Not only American culture and economics, but the "information age" was closing in upon him, causing him to lose, feather by sacred feather, his shaman's air of invincibility. Like an old tree experienced at survival, he needed now to keep shedding his courtiers with ever-increasing frequency in order to feel safe. Above all, his dreams of world conquest through his multinational guerrilla warriors — dreams that had shaken the very world in the 1960s and 1970s — were falling like wilted leaves around him. How could it all have happened?


  GNARLED ROOTS

  The Gallego . . . lives from the land and the sea and continues being a dreamer, a lover of secrets, believing that not everything that is buried is dead.

  —Galician author Alvaro Conqueiro

  

  ON THE WESTERNMOST arm of Galicia, that secreted and wearied northernmost province of Spain, a mute and mystical regiment of cliffs faces the same sea that led Christopher Columbus to the New World. Here, wild white waves crash in the long, damp winters; but in the summer the land gleams with that same inner emerald light of Ireland or Scotland, whose bagpipes it plays. The cliffs were long ago named Cabo Finisterre. This was the cape where the superstitious Galicians — or, more popularly, Gallegos, as they were always called in Cuba — believe that the "world ends."

  Even today, Galicia is a place that seems strangely unfinished, impermanent, a place of farewell and good-bye forever. Many of the houses stand half finished. Many of the more modern ones are on stilts so the animals and the farm machinery can find cover underneath them in the harsh storms. It is a quiet place, lonely and unchanging, where everything is waiting for the Gallego men to return from their self-imposed exiles. But they never did. They were doomed to leave their physical — and their political — seed elsewhere.

  In this country and that country

  And all, all have gone.

  Galicia, without men who have stayed

  That they find work.

  And, in exchange, orphans and orphans

  And meadows of solitude

  And those who won't have children

  And children that don't have countries

  And hearts that suffer long and mortal absences

  Scenes of winds and deaths

  That will never console.

  Rosalía de Castro is no relation to Fidel, but she is equally as famous in her drear land. She is Galicia's tragic and evocative poetess, and she wrote those classic lines about the faithless land that spawned the boy whose name in Spanish loosely meant "faithful."

  It was from Spain that Christopher Columbus sailed to the New World. But the Castillians of the southern Spanish province of Castille, who peopled most of Latin America, left of their own volition, and they sailed under the winds of their own passions for gold and for faith. When the Gallegos left their part of Spain, it was for quite different reasons.

  The emigración! The year, 1853, a time of drought and agricultural crisis. Two million Gallegos left for the New World. They were forced to leave. Dark-coated, dull-eyed, and unsmiling, they went knowing they would never return. Compañía del Pacífico, the ships advertised matter-of-factly: "Services via Magallanes . . . then on to Havana, Panama, Ecuador. . . ." The emigrants carried with them the awareness that Galicia is a deceptive — a delusionary — land. It looks all green and fertile, with grazing cows and small plots of soil lovingly staked out, but underneath the land is rocky and barren, spare and skeletal. The Gallegos grew sad not because they were persecuted, like the Jews or the Protestant "heretics." They were not. Not forced away by war or by conquest, Rosalía's brothers were sad because they sent themselves away.

  On December 8, 1875, the name of Angel María Bautista Castro Arguiz was inscribed in the birth register of Láncara, a small village in the beautiful but barren mountains of the province of Lugo, in Galicia. The baby boy was born to typically poor Gallego peasants in a gray stone Galician house with dirt floors. Even when new, the house leaned against a small hillock, as though it had been born tired.

  Only an hour away, in the small seaside city of Ferro del Caudillo, northeast of the big city of La Coruna, another Gallego boy, who would turn out to have remarkably similar Gallego traits as Angel Castro, was born on December 4, 1892. It was not really as unusual as it might seem that both Angel Castro, father of Fidel, and Francisco Franco came from such a forgotten and uninvolved corner of the world as Galicia. The dictators of the modern world virtually all emerged out of the ignored outskirts of empire: Napoleon, the Corsican; Hitler, the Austrian; Stalin, the Georgian.

  Angel Castro grew up among reserved and secretive people who liked to nod unsmilingly and say, "A man is owner of his silences and prisoner of his words." It was a world of exaggerated pride and of the deep sense of shame that lurks like a shadow behind that pride. Politically, the Gallego expressed himself through the traditional political caudillos of Spain, men who despised compromise, men who were brave horsemen and great orators interested in power and honor, men to whom the truth of personal testimony was infinitely more important than scientific proof. But among the men of Galicia there were also those who were called caciques. Different from the traditional caudillos, the caciques were political operators — local political benefactors not unlike New York or Chicago aldermen — who understood all too well that favorite Gallego proverb, "God save you from a Gallego with power."

  As a teenager, Angel Castro worked as a day laborer for a while in the fields near the trout-filled River Neira, and he liked to gamble at cards. The old priest of Láncara, Ramón López Neyra, years later described the young Angel as "sympathetic, a singer, and quick with cards — he never lost." But as he approached manhood, Angel realized more and more that there was no future for him in Galicia. So, at age twenty, he decided to become a "soldier of Spain" in faraway Cuba. Poor but adventuresome, Angel accepted thousands of pesetas in payment from a rich Spanish boy's family to fight in his place against the americanos.

  Spain had always been religiously and culturally, emotionally and atavistically, anti-Protestant, anti-Reformation, and anticapitalist. Spain was the first child of the Counterreformation and at the same time her most avid lover. To the Spanish in the New World, the Protestants of the North were the purest of heretics, and Spain was the truest child of the Holy Mother Church's Catholic faith. But most important, the Spain from whose roots Angel Castro sprung was, indeed, the first totalitarian system of modern times, imposing by power of arms and the Holy Inquisition a total faith on anyone it came upon. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as the brilliant writer on Spain V. S. Pritchett has written, Spain was no "normal" country, but "the master-race of the world, the founders of the first great empire to succeed the Roman Empire. . . . They fought to preserve, and for a long time successfully did preserve, the spirit of the Middle Ages. It was their triumph, their distinction, and their tragedy."

  Spain was aristocratic, heroic, grand, dignified, courageous, manly, generous. Spaniards excelled in oratory and leisure. The northern Protestant virtues, on the other hand, were the "little virtues" of thrift, diligence, punctuality, prudence, perseverance, honesty, reliability. In the New World of the eighteenth century, Spaniards were still fighting duels in defense of their honor, while the Protestants to the north of them were writing doctrines guaranteeing life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness and the equality of all men before the law.

  All of these extraordinary differences could not but have created jealousy, resentment, and finally the rage of Spain against its increasingly powerful Protestant neighbor to the north; but it was the war of 1898, when an imperial Spain, in its last dying breath, lost its last and most treasured colony, Cuba, to the Yankees of the Americas that anti-Americanism foraged into the Spanish soul like a gnawing cancer. To this day, the Spaniards of Galicia still refer to the Spanish-American War as el desastre or the disaster.

  Angel Castro sailed away from the "Cape of the End of the World," as had so many of his brothers, to fight for Spain and its "big virtues." He carried ever with him that special inner sadness and cynicism but also that dogged determination of the historic Gallego to succeed on foreign shores and to educate his children. So once the war was over and Cuba was lost for Spain, Angel returned briefly to Galicia, found it still a hopeless land, and returned to Cuba for good.

  In those turbulent days of the turn of the century, the Bay of Nipe on Cuba's rugged northeast coast was one of the most beautiful corners of Cuba. The bay and its shores were a drowsy area of low and very green rolling land, with meandering rivers and mountain ranges that were friendly and gentle, in sharpest contrast to the severity of Galicia. Angel chose the area wisely because this part of Cuba, known as the Oriente or simply the East, was at that very moment on the vertiginous verge of commercial discovery. But when Angel arrived — a poor and penniless laborer — it was an open and savage land, as ignored by the fashionable, fun-loving, impeccably white-suited Cubans of Havana as Galicia had been ignored by Madrid.

  After the war, power in Cuba remained perversely with the Spanish, who still dominated the economy, with the americanos who now moved to expand their industries everywhere in Cuba, and with the rich Cubans. The poor campesinos, the intellectuals, and the blacks, who had come to be called in Cuban slang the Mambises, lost out in every aspect.

  Once he decided to stay in Cuba for good, Angel started out by working as a simple day laborer for United Fruit, that overweaning symbol of American expansionism and Manifest Destiny. But with a seemingly endless capacity for work and his unlimited Gallego ambition, the wiry little man with the set and determined expression of the jaw soon rose to become a sugarcane contractor in charge of fifty to sixty men who did the beastly difficult work of cutting the cane. Angel was the boss — everyone felt it — but the real "boss" of the area was sugar itself, and it would be "King Sugar," the wealth and bane of Cuba, that would inspire, enrage, and finally bedevil Angel's son. It was the dependency spawned, nationally and personally, by the sugar industry that would early set the stage for dictatorship in Cuba, because sugar maintained its labor force in a kind of slavery long after slavery was itself abolished. Indeed, sugar was the major reason why Cuba came so late to nationalism, creating in the Cubans an uncertain nationalistic spirit that was further complicated by the fact that Cuba's point of reference was not Latin America, and not really Spain, but the United States of America.

  In every way, Angel Castro was an irregular in Cuban society. He was the eternal outsider. He would remain the "soldier of Spain" in a Cuba heady with new independence. But with rare energy and ruthlessness, Angel soon carved out a place for himself in this strange and hostile land. Like many of his neighbors in the "Wild East" of Cuba, he was far from meticulous about the manner in which he expanded his dominion. He would go out at night with his men on horseback, and in the dark they would "move the fences," thus always expanding his land into unclaimed areas. To do this, he simply paid off and in some ways came to control the all-powerful Rural Guards. Within a few years, his hacienda, "Manacas," grew to ten thousand acres and dominated the area which swept up to the Sierra de Mayarí.

  His expansionism also coincided with the sugar boom that followed the First World War. Angel became a wealthy man who soon had hundreds of men working for him. And when the boom collapsed, he remained wealthy; cautious Angel Castro kept his money not in the banks but in his own strongbox. "He was a real guajiro," Angel's good friend Don Hodgkins, one of the United Fruit managers, recalled decades later, using the colloquial and affectionate term for the Cuban peasant. These two unlike men, from two utterly unlike societies, liked each other. Angel had a way of "acquiring" one of the United Fruit tractors every once in a while and painting it a different color. Not infrequently, after the two men had drunk a bottle of cognac together, Hodgkins would wander out to Angel's farm, scrape away some of the paint on a tractor, and then tipsily usher it "home" to United Fruit.

  Angel's marital life was as self-styled as everything else about him. He first married a respectable schoolteacher named María Louisa Argota and they soon had two children, Pedro Emilio and Lidia. But the marriage began to founder when the family brought into their remote and isolated household a new maid named Lina Ruz, who most probably came from Pinar del Río in the far western region of the island. Lina was probably only about fourteen years old when she came to the Castro house; and when María Louisa found out about the girl's affair with her husband (probably through an anonymous letter), she simply left the house. “To find an old man living with such a young girl," one of the neighbors sniffed, shaking her head at the memory. Some years after the arrival of Lina, Angel and María Louisa were divorced.

  Rawboned, with a long nose and her brown hair pulled back, Lina roved around the Castro plantation on horseback, carrying a pistol and a Winchester, shooting off a round to call the family to meals, wearing high boots under her loose and carelessly revealing dresses. She ran the Castros' store, where their workers could buy supplies with a kind of vale or promissory note or voucher from Angel.

  While everyone seemed to like Lina, no one ever accused her of being a good housekeeper. The Castro house looked much like a Western cowboy version of "home." It was of raw wood, round, and it stood up on stilts, in mimicry of the sad houses in Galicia. There was a rough staircase leading up to the front door for protection against the bandits who hid all over this area. The inside of the house mirrored the chaos that soon became evident in the interworkings of the entire family. Chickens roosted freely on the chairs, without apology, so that before visitors sat down they needed to brush away whatever the chickens or any of the other animals had left there.

  Visitors were often astounded because the Castro family liked to eat standing up. (After he became ruler of Cuba, nobody could understand why it was that Fidel Castro so often ate standing up!) But, if the house was filthy, Angel's room was meticulous. The table had a tablecloth on it, and there were often cigars burning somewhere for Angel loved cigars. There was a lookout point on top of the roof, where he would climb to survey his farm. The Gallego would stand there, looking out over his domain and smoking his cigar, in much the same manner that Fidel later would come to survey all of Cuba (and perhaps on a very clear day this younger Castro might even glimpse symbolically his faraway empire — Angola, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua).

  While Angel was still officially married to María Louisa, Lina began to bear him a horde of children out of wedlock that would eventually include Raúl, Emma, Juanita, Angelita, Ramón, and on August 13, 1926, Fidel Alejandro Castro Ruz (named for Angel's wealthy business friend, Fidel Pino). He was born, at least in Fidel's later memory, at two in the morning and in the middle of a devastating cyclone. "I was born a guerrilla, because I was born in the night," Fidel told the Brazilian priest Frei Betto, many years later. "It was a little like a conspiracy."

  There was something very different about the Castros from other Cubans: despite their colorful life together, they had no sense of family. Their relations were endlessly connective and unharmonious. Cubans who watched them over the years, and even studied them, and even liked them, were mystified by this lack of family feeling, which was so intensely strong in most Cubans that it was almost uncapturable in words. When Pedro Emilio, Angel's son by his first marriage, later started a radio soap opera about his family, called The Castros of Birán, other Cubans were scandalized by what was at least depicted as their behavior. (And Angel, typically, finally paid him off, probably with about forty thousand dollars, to stop it.) The Castros lived together in the nouveau wilderness of Oriente, a family without a past, without a religion, without a sense of real Cuban identity, like a little savage tribal band; and yet, because of their money, they were in an odd way "privileged." Certainly, Fidel saw it this way when he later told his friend from the Revolution, Carlos Franqui, "I was born into a family of landowners in comfortable circumstances. . . . Everyone lavished attention on me, flattered, and treated me differently from the other boys we played with when we were children. These other children went barefoot while we wore shoes. . . ."

  There were, however, many conflicts and influences on him as a boy that Fidel never, ever spoke of, and the main one was surely his illegitimacy. Never — not in any writing or in any interview or in any reference — did Fidel ever refer to the fact that he and his siblings were bastards in a Cuba that, despite a certain understanding of illegitimacy, was Roman Catholic and Spanish Puritan. "The Cubans could make Fidel feel bad just by mentioning his mother," Barbara Gordon, a friend of Fidel's wife in nearby Banes, remarked many years later. "Just to say ‘tu madre’ in a certain way was a terrible insult in Cuba." And José "Pepe" Figueres, the president of Costa Rica and an early supporter of Fidel, told me that "In Latin America, and especially in Mexico and Cuba, to insult someone all you have to do is to mention his mother. Even the name of the mother! Maybe Fidel is an extreme case. He could have suffered terribly from being a bastard son."

  Fidel suffered even more from the fact that he had been born of a father who had come to Cuba as a "soldier of Spain." By all accounts, this tormented him, for the boys in school mocked him as doubly illegitimate — politically as well as personally. Rafael Díaz-Balart, his wife's brother and at one time Fidel's closest friend, recalled that Fidel frequently spoke almost enviously about the Díaz-Balart aristocratic heritage. "Often he told me, 'Rafael, you have a name; I don't have a name, I have a negative name.' And so, he hated, without reason." And so, too, this man without a name eventually created one: he made the name of Fidel Castro synonymous with a totally different Cuban culture, a politics, and even the religion he never had.

  The historic age of modem Cuba that would eventually form Fidel Castro had begun in 1868 with the Ten Years' War of Independence; and if any war was war as prologue, this one was it. Conceptually and militarily, like so much in Cuban life, the war lacked sense and cohesion. It claimed thousands of casualties but there were almost no large battles. The Cubans naturally, and apparently without plan, fell back on what they instinctively knew from Mother Spain, la guerrilla or the "little warfare" that Spain had invented and employed so successfully in response to Napoleon's serried legions. Under the brilliant and innovative Dominican general, Máximo Gómez, who commanded the war from its center in Oriente, Cuban guerrillas taunted and tormented the Spanish regular troops from one end of the island to the other, setting fire to property and destroying everything in the way.

  But the Cubans lost the Ten Years' War, and the country was left with more than two hundred thousand dead on both sides and the island destroyed. Still the conflict did not end. By 1895, uprisings were intensifying, particularly after the dramatic arrival by sea of “The Apostle," José Martí. Here, in one small, black-mustachioed, sensitively intellectual man of romance and of thought, was the savior: the leader and the inspiration of Cuban independence. It was José Martí, the restlessly patriotic Cuban thinker, who would give his name to the entire "Martiana" generation of 1895, the first of the great Cuban "generations" that would mark the cycles of Cuban history the way election campaigns mark the cycles of North American history. It was José Martí that Fidel Castro would quote, and use, and misuse, more than any other single person in Cuban history.

  Born in Havana in 1853, Martí began speaking out against the Spanish when only sixteen years old. Sent to a Spanish jail, where he was forced to work in the rockpits, he lived a horror he would never forget. After being exiled from Cuba, he roved restlessly from country to country — to Spain to seek out the roots of the oppressor, to turbulently romantic and always revolutionary Mexico, and finally to the United States, with which he had a profoundly confused love-hate relationship. It was ironically in his New York exile that he was most happy. There he proselytized, giving his richly variegated speeches and churning out the immense pile of patriotic writing that would inspire a generation. Eventually, as he formed his Cuban Revolutionary party, a name that later parties would repeat, Martí spoke passionately, in universal terms applied to little Cuba, about freedom, about the human soul, about hope, about la patria. And he spoke always about death. He would switch suddenly from inspirational and uplifting verse to darkly rhapsodic invocations to death. He wanted to die with his "face to the sun," he said, and the phrase found its way not only into his movement but into Franco's anthem, "Cara al sol." He ended his famous call to arms in the Montecristi Manifesto morbidly with "Victory or the Sepulchre."

  But if Martí was a man of vision, he also had a practical, astute side. Before disappearing into Cuba, he had enough common sense to give an interview to George E. Bryson, the noted war correspondent for the New York Herald, outlining the movement's aims for Americans.

  Martí’s landing on the Cuban coast at Maisí Cape, on April 11, 1895, was not unusual. Landings by sea to "free Cuba" were eternal verities in Cuban political life. Indeed, since there was no American-style institutionally mandated way of change in Cuba, revolutionaries and prophets, real and false, always chose as their method of evoking the revolutionary spirit "a landing," which meant a heroic and daring challenge to power, and then a moving in upon and over the old power by the new. Actually, though weak in numbers, Martí’s group had by then every possible motivation to tap the will of the Cubans to fight. The Spanish had appointed General Valeriano Weyler as commander in chief in this second war, and he soon became known as "The Butcher," when he herded several hundred thousand men, women, and children into concentration camps where tens of thousands died terrible deaths.

  Fidel Castro, Martí's spiritual son, would have used these "excesses" on the part of an enemy to his advantage. “The Apostle," José Martí, ever more the early Cuban, instead chose, in effect, to commit suicide.

  It all ended very quickly in a small skirmish, nothing "important," which took place only thirty-nine days after Martí had landed in Cuba. Once again, General Máximo Gómez commanded the Cuban forces. When the fighting broke out, Gómez asked Martí to move to a safer area, but Martí, who had never before been in this Cuban countryside much less in a full-scale guerrilla war, actually headed in the direction of the enemy. He rushed into the midst of the Spaniards, on a white horse, and was not unexpectedly shot dead.

  Gradually in those years after the death of Martí, the Cuban people began to reveal the depth of their inner delirium and their lack of psychic walls. The denizens of this "insignificant" little island floating somewhere between dream and daydream were ripe for the grandiosity that would eventually pit them on the side of one superpower and against the other. As Cuban poet Guillermo Cabrera Infante put it, by Martí’s choice of a kind of "silver bullet" for his sacrificial death, "he forced the Cuban infant republic to be born with a corpse around its neck, a dead weight that was not merely a hidden suicide but a family disgrace. . . ."

  Meanwhile, as Cuban patriots reeled at Martí's untimely death, war fever continued to build up in the States. As the weeks and months passed, the necessary chauvinism was supplied by an inflamed press, with Joseph Pulitzer's World and William Randolph Hearst's powerful papers tolling the bells of jingoism. Then, on February 15, 1898, the U.S.S. Maine, a great ship anchored in Havana harbor, was mysteriously blown up, and two hundred sixty-six American seamen were killed. "Remember the Maine!” the young American nation cried, and America remembered by going to war.

  Not far from where José Martí martyred himself, the only real land battle of the brief war that ensued occurred on July 1, 1898. This battle for San Juan Hill, led by Theodore “Teddy" Roosevelt and his "Rough Riders," was so greatly enhanced by the historic imagination of Manifest Destiny as to be almost unrecognizable in fact. History has the americanos riding up the hill courageously against Spanish firepower. In truth, many of the U.S. soldiers had lost their horses and had to straggle up the hill on foot. It didn't matter. The Americans were the supermen of the age, and they reveled even in the exuberant chaos of it all. "Yesterday we struck the Spaniards and had a brisk light for two and a half hours," Teddy Roosevelt wrote later of the great day. "The Spaniards shot well, but they did not stand when we rushed. It was a good fight."

  Just over a month later, an armistice was signed which effectively dissolved this last Latin American outpost of the great Spanish empire.

  Now, to celebrate "their" victory, American generals rode alone, without their Cuban "allies," into the historic city of Santiago — the city that was the very birthplace of Cuban rebellion and revolt. There, in a scene so humiliating to the fragile Cuban nationalism that Cuban nationalists would dwell on it nearly every waking moment for years to come, the Americans raised their flag — not the Cuban flag — over the governor's palace. Cuban General Calixto García and his men waited in despair and humiliation outside the city while the "anticolonialist" Americans seized not Cuba but Cuban independence.

  By the ensuing Treaty of Paris, the Cubans felt themselves even further humiliated, as more American rights over Cuba were stated, enforced, and finally taken for granted. For the Americans, Cuba now really was only prologue. In the next thirty years, well into the twentieth century, the "American Century," the North Americans would move into the Dominican Republic, into Haiti, and into Nicaragua — always with the best intentions of protecting those spendthrift little countries from European creditors and keeping others out of the Western Hemisphere. But these interventions left behind deep wells of resentment that were waiting to spring to the fore in the young nationalist generations of the next fifty years.

  By the end of the Spanish-American War, any real break between the United States and Cuba was palpably impossible. The United States was Cuba's most important trading partner, with some thirty million dollars invested in Cuba's economy. Despite the opposition of the U.S. Senate, which voted against American occupation of the island once the hostilities ended, the end of the war was followed by three years of military occupation, with Cuba becoming ostensibly independent only in 1902.

  In the meantime, in 1901, the United States forced the Platt Amendment upon the Cuban constitution. Named after Republican Senator Orville Platt of Connecticut, the amendment gave the United States the right to intervene militarily in the island again if civil war erupted or if Cuba were not kept clean and free from dangerous disease (two things eternally threatening to the Americans, the Cubans noted). The amendment further restricted the Cuban government's capacity to incur debts and to enjoin treaties with a third power, and it enabled the United States to establish a naval base at Guantánamo. “These terms," the great British historian Hugh Thomas wrote tellingly, "were as severe on Cuba as were those that the treaties of Versailles and St. Germain imposed on defeated Germany and Austria in 1919 — and were as strongly resented." The difference was that Cuba ostensibly had "won" the war.

  Three decades later, Fidel Castro grew up in an age of those Martiano heroes always marching through his mind out of the past. He grew to young manhood in a conflicted Cuban world of bitterly won half freedoms and tragic victories, and he yearned always and ever to restore the greatness that he knew must be Cuba's and which his generation never stopped breathlessly speaking of. Above all, his generation of obsessive Cubans "knew" that the fault and the guilt for what they were could not be theirs — that would be too terrible, that would be adding a too monumental burden on top of the Sisyphean ones they already carried. No, the fault must be the Americans' and the guilt must accrue to American officiousness and to the American generals who took Santiago for — and, thus, from — the heroic Cubans.


  PRAYING TO WIN

  I saw him as a boy with many ambitions. He wanted to succeed in everything. They called him, "El Loco, Fidel," but he was charming. He was a very curious mix. First, he was a boy from the countryside, but from a rich family. He was a boy both rough and charming, a mixture of Spain and Cuba. . . .

  — Father Armando Llorente, Fidel Castro's mentor at the Jesuit high school

  IN THAT REMOTE eastern end of Cuba, in the village of Birán, the Castro children came to be blown to the ends of Cuban society like unattached leaves before the onslaught of inexorable winds of change.

  Fidel was from the start an unusually violent child, letting his mind rove in school, where he invented war games for hour after hour. He loved sports and reveled in their competitiveness, but what he enjoyed in strength he lacked in discipline. In baseball, for example, he was a powerful pitcher, but he had little control. One day, the hitter, Roberto Martínez, told him, as they played in the hot afternoon of Birán, "Fidel, no more."

  "Why?" demanded the angry young Castro.

  "Because I'm tired," Roberto said. "When you throw the ball all over, we need to put two catchers behind you."

  One day when Fidel was a teenager, he wanted to use Angel's car. Angel said no, and Fidel ran furiously from the house. Shortly thereafter an employee raced into the house, crying urgently, "Don Angel, Fidel is trying to start the car. He says if he can't start it, he will burn it!" Fidel was stopped in time, but few of the onlookers had any question in their minds that he would indeed have burned the car.

  José Pardo Llada, Fidel's close friend and later political opponent, related that in those early days in Oriente, one of Fidel's favorite games was waiting for the train to cross a bridge over the Mayarí River. When the locomotive was only a few yards from the bridge, Fidel would jump into the tiny, cramped space under the groaning tracks. There, with intense excitement, he awaited the passing over of the powerful train. "It made his entire body vibrate," Pardo Llada wrote. "All the while he was hanging with his hands to the wood that protected him."

  The other children were quite different, especially (and almost symbolically) his younger brother, Raúl. While Fidel was big and brawling and uncontrolled, Raúl was small, closed, and logical. Even as a child, Raúl represented culture and family, in sharpest contrast to the early deracinated and basically unsocialized Fidel; and it was Raúl who was concerned with questions of social justice and of ideological organization, while Fidel was the very embodiment of an action that was always assiduously exploring the outer limits of personal sovereignty.

  While the truth can never be proven, rumors too consistent to be ignored circulated for years in Birán and elsewhere to the effect that Raúl had had another father, perhaps a somewhat mysterious officer named Captain Felipe Mirabal, who was head of the Cuban army base in nearby Banes, the United Fruit town. Other potential "fathers" were also regularly discussed. Certainly, sexual mores were loose enough in Birán and it is more than likely that in such an open and unconventional place a woman like Lina would or could have had other lovers from time to time.

  But the only "proof" of any other father besides Angel was the oddly preferential treatment that Mirabal, an officer of Batista, was given in prison once Fidel took power. Captured and immediately jailed, Mirabal was sentenced to death but strangely enough he was never executed, while all around him were falling like poor hunted animals to Fidel's and Raúls deadly execution squads.

  Whatever the true story, friends of the family always give some credence to the question of Raúl's paternal origins and whenever the subject of Raúl was brought up to Mirabal in prison he became oddly cold and quiet and would not speak.

  It is certain that Fidel got his first feelings for social justice (as amorphous as they were) and his first experience with "democratic" politics (as dirty as it was) on Angel Castro's farm. He watched as his father, now the Gallego version of the Cuban cacique, paid off the "political captains" who were running for office, each controlling hundreds of votes. "Politics were controlled by money back then," Castro told his friend Carlos Franqui. "I remember people going in and out of the room where the safe was kept at home. . . . Eight or ten thousand pesos were spent on each political campaign. I formed a very poor opinion of all this." Lina, too, constantly railed about the political payoffs — to greedy journalists as well as to the politicians — but that was largely because she was, as Fidel kindly put it, "thrifty."

  As a boy, Fidel never really saw any semblance of a working democratic system; he saw a rural spoils system, with everybody in on the take and the winnings going to the strongest; and he made clear all his life that he identified that putative but false and corrupted early "democracy" with the far more real and internalized democracy of the United States of America. The fact that his cold and authoritarian cacique father happened to be the strongest man around was both satisfying to him and disgusting to him; but despite these conflicting responses, it was from Angel that he learned. From Angel he absorbed his first contempt for the traditional systems of "law" — and the supremely successful example of how to create one's own law. From Angel he garnered his scorn for the bureaucracies of the world, and from Angel he learned every trick in the trade for preempting, coopting, and utterly destroying such pedestrian restraints on one's appetites.

  Left on their own, Angel and Lina might well never have married, but if their children were to be educated in Catholic schools, the couple had to legitimize their union.

  Many years later recalling the little school in Birán and then the Colegio La Salle and the Colegio Dolores, Fidel recounted: "I spent most of my time being fresh in school. Maybe because of my family's position, or my age, I remember that whenever I disagreed with something the teacher said to me, or whenever I got mad, I would swear at her and immediately leave school, running as fast as I could. . . . One day, I had just sworn at the teacher, and was racing down the rear corridor. I took a leap and landed on a board from a guava-jelly box with a nail in it. As I fell, the nail stuck in my tongue. When I got back home, my mother said to me: 'God punished you for swearing at the teacher.' I didn't have the slightest doubt that it was really true."

  His manipulative and sometimes violent actions, which seemed to please him a great deal for both their sheer ingenuity and their rather notable effectiveness, soon hardened into patterns. He rebelled and insulted everyone so many times — he was going back to school, he wouldn't study — that, as he later told the priest Frei Betto, with obvious relish: "I was already an expert in those things."

  World War I had left ten million men dead on the blood-soaked soil of Europe, but it had scarcely touched faraway Cuba. Indeed, the early 1920s marked a time when the United States' limited colonialism in Cuba stood in all its Puritan glory. Thanks to American and Cuban doctors, yellow fever was wiped out; thanks to American politicians, democratic institutions were supposedly being grafted onto the infirm institutions of the Spanish isle. And all the while, American tourists looking for crocodile shoes, a pretty mulata and a night at a sensuous Cuban nightclub brought American dollars to the island in windfalls. After World War II, sugar prices soared and legendary fortunes were made by both Americans and Cubans, including Angel Castro, in what came to be called the hysterical "Dance of the Millions." It was in these years, just before Fidel's birth in 1926, that the great palaces, clubs, casinos, and country clubs of Havana were built and that the gleaming white city on the blue Caribbean, with the great historic Morro fortress glowering over its harbor like some brooding reminder of unsettled ancient conflicts, became one of the most delectable cities of the hemisphere — and one of the most Americanized.

  "Ahh, the twenties," Dr. Rubén Darío Rumbat, a prominent Cuban psychiatrist, reminisced with me one day in Houston, sighing with the poignance of the history he had learned as a child. "That was a time of prosperity for Cuba. The 1920s were described as the years of the ‘fat cows.’ We had seven good years. Sugar went increasingly high — it was vertiginous. There was wild prosperity. Then General Gerardo Machado took power. He was a popular president at the beginning. Then came the period of the vacas flacas — the lean cows. Machado came in on a wave of adulation, it went to his head. He began as a nationalist, an average military man, cunning. He built much of the capital. Then he began to repress the press, he reformed the constitution to remain in power. . . ."

  Before the Machado dictatorship, the presidencies of the "New Cuba" had revolved back and forth between the two major parties, the Conservatives and the Liberals, with at least the ostensible and formal leadership of the nation passing finally to a small group of men who had fought prominently in the war of independence. But that budding political democracy, as fragile as it was, died with the Cuban masses' submission to a man the Cuban Communist party leader, Juan Marinello, called a "tropical Mussolini."

  As Machado's thugs roamed the country, hundreds of people suspected only of disloyalty to Machado were murdered. The University of Havana became the center of opposition and was permanently closed in 1930, along with all high schools and normal schools. In response to the growing repression, underground organizations of students and professionals were formed, most important the ABC, whose classically nonsensical name has remained a deliberate secret. As an impressionable Fidel Castro was growing up in Cuba, the ABC — a group of students and professional people similar to the later PLO in Lebanon, to the Tupamaros in Uruguay, and to the FMLN in El Salvador — began to use "urban terrorism" all over Cuba. They employed the bomb-in-the-street, they killed policemen, and they thought in politically complex enough terms to use terror to try to induce the United States to intervene in Cuba to overthrow a Machado who could not keep the "order" the North Americans so loved.

  To an extraordinary extent, many of the later tactics that Castro would employ began with the ABC. Copied from an early secret society formed in France before the French Revolution, the ABC, like Communism, had as its basic unit "the cell." As in Fidel's later movements, people in the cells did not know one another, and they were backed by actual terrorist squads ready to die for the Revolution. The ABC's philosophy was as broad and as amorphous as Fidel's would be — the former generation had failed, colonialism must be expunged from the Cuban economy, and Cuba must be independent of the United States. Throughout all the Cuban revolutionary "generations," those three simple expositions about told it all.

  To Cuban democratic politician and thinker Justo Carrillo, Cuba had emerged from the Spanish-American War as a nation paralyzed by atimia or "restricted sovereignty." He used the unusual Spanish word specifically because atimia, meaning "loss or deterioration of status," fit those early years of Cuba so well. "Cuba," he said, "was born atimia" Indeed, a fragile Cuban nationalism had emerged out of the war against the Spanish who had so dominated Cuba for four centuries. "However, once that goal was accomplished," the Cuban writer Carlos Alberto Montaner wrote, carrying Carrillo's ideas further, "Cuban nationalism, like a bow being readied for combat, became menacingly taut at the sight of only one target: the United States. The irony was that, to a considerable degree, Cuba owed her political independence and relative economic prosperity to that same country. Hence the weakness and ambivalence of Cuban nationalism. ..."

  But now the United States did nothing. This was a new period in the never really predictable, cyclical personality swings of the americanos, swings that smaller lands could be forgiven for not quite understanding. Sometimes it seemed the Americans were driven by sheer power, sometimes held back by guilt, sometimes driven forward by dreams of saving the world — at any one moment, who could know? At this moment, Franklin D. Roosevelt was president, with his Great Depression at home and his "Good Neighbor Policy" abroad in Latin America. Of the situation in Cuba, FDR in 1933 ordained, now ironically to the disappointment of many Cubans, that there was "no possible question of intervention."

  In August of 1933, Machado was finally driven from power by a combination of military and popular power. But the drama of the 1930s was only beginning. With the end of that brief but bitterly definitive dictatorship, a new generation of Cubans, politically and intellectually formed in new ways, took the place of the "Generation of 1895." Appropriately called the "Generation of the '30s," they were to dominate Cuban political life until 1959.

  One day when Fidel was a teenager at the Colegio Dolores in Santiago, he sat down and wrote a letter to President Franklin D. Roosevelt. In a style as guileful and as apparently humble as the style he would later employ so successfully with las masas, he told the American president: "My good friend Roosevelt: I don't know very English, but I know as much as write to you. I like to hear the radio, and I am very happy, because I heard in it, that you will be president of a new era. I am a boy but I think very much but I do not think that I am writting to the President of the United States. If you like, give me a ten dollars bill green american, in the letter, because never, I have not seen a ten dollars bill green american and I would like to have one of them." He also asked the American president to sign the bill. Soon, a letter from Franklin Roosevelt was posted on the bulletin board at Dolores. In it, the president of the United States of America thanked Fidel Castro for his "letter of support and congratulations."

  One of Fidel's classmates, Luis Aguilar, a bright-eyed and charming young boy from a well-to-do Santiago family, was fascinated by this fellow student who had the nerve to write to Franklin D. Roosevelt. One day while Fidel was playing soccer, Luis approached him. Luis had to know — why would a simple boy at the Colegio Dolores in Santiago do such a thing? Fidel explained simply that he had read about Roosevelt's election in the newspapers and had decided to write to him. But he was disappointed, he told Luis. Roosevelt had sent him only a letter and no money.

  At times even then, Fidel posited his person in terms of a kind of raw but intense gladiator doing battle against social injustice and for social "purity." When the boys from La Salle would go with the La Salle fathers on their motor launch, El Cateto, to the nearby island of Rente for an outing, they would return in the evening along narrow streets lined with bars and brothels. As they walked in two columns on either side of the street, the prostitutes and their customers would appear at the windows and dare them to come in. In later years, Fidel himself would credit his near-obsessive hatred of red-light districts to this early trauma, although his later obsessions with fighting prostitution were far more profound and complex than simply such an innocent early experience.

  In 1941, the darkest year of World War II, the year Adolf Hitler attacked Russia, Francisco Franco was in power in Spain, and the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Fidel Castro entered the most prestigious school in Cuba.

  The Colegio de Belén or the College of Bethlehem in the wealthy suburbs of Havana stood like a citadel of Spanish culture that could have harkened back to the Inquisition. Built in 1926, to the world it presented a flat, four-storied front, with a powerful baroque façade. In back, the building was rounded, with small wings that extended like social roots into many levels of Cuban society. Sometimes called a "real palace of education," it provided a regal, intellectual showcase for the Jesuits, who were almost all very conservative Spaniards in those years and almost all Franquistas, or followers of that same Generalíssimo Francisco Franco who had been born so near to Angel Castro in Galicia. They presented the young Fidel, who already had a distinct personal penchant for total order and total control, with what was actually an incongruously comfortable and comforting environment.

  At Belén, Fidel seemed to have multiple personalities: different, contradictory, and often warring with each other. At times he appeared to be a normal, mischievous, life-loving boy, clumsily seeking nobility and searching to find himself. But at other times his darker side would emerge like a suddenly gathered storm cloud. Years later, his friends of that time would only shake their heads helplessly in trying to connect the different Fidels.

  Father Armando Llorente was his mentor, and to this tough-minded Spanish Jesuit, Fidel showed his first side, that of a boyish lad who loved sports and mountains and adventure and often seemed quite capable of doing valiant things.

  "Later, when he was in power, I knew exactly what he was going to say because it was so predictable," Father Llorente told me one morning years later in Miami, looking out across the waters that now separated him from Cuba and from what little was left of Belén (thanks to that same ambitious boy). "He was a good student. ... He was not deep, he was intuitive. He has a radar! And ..." Father Llorente paused. ". . . he also had the cruelty of the Gallego. The Cuban is courtly. The Cuban would give up before he made people suffer. The Spaniard of the north is cruel, hard."

  But Father Llorente loved the boy then — and he continued, like so many of the people who came under Fidel's spell, to "love" him in some ways always.

  Under the guidance of Father Llorente, who had dreams of forming young men who would become the future governors of Cuba, some of the students at Belén formed a club called the Exploradores or Explorers. Seventy boys and only the best ones could belong to it. Fidel became the group's chief. Father Llorente organized them like the military, for they would often camp in the mountains where there was some danger from wild pigs and who knew what else?

  On one of their excursions it rained all day, turning the normally complacent river into a tortuous flood. Fidel and the priest found themselves on one side of the river; the younger boys and all their things were on the other. "Bueno, Father," Fidel said, "it is sixty meters and the river is so terrible that even a peasant on horseback couldn't make it." Father Llorente answered, "Bueno, Fidel, we have to pass over that river. The younger boys are on the other side. You, Fidel, have to go first."

  Fidel got a rope, put it in his mouth, and swam across the dangerous waters, holding the rope fast in his teeth. Once he was safe on the other side, Father Llorente started across, hanging tightly onto the rope. Suddenly he slipped and fell on the stones and was about to be washed away down the river when Fidel, a strong swimmer, dashed in to save him. Once they arrived safely on the "other side," he gave the priest a big hug and said, "Father, this is a miracle, let us say three Ave Marías to the Virgin." In that magic and spontaneous moment, the two knelt and said the three Ave Marías underneath the night sky.
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