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    So many contributed so much to the production of The Cuban Connection that I don't know where to start. So I'll begin at home with a salute to Marge Turner, who kept cool in the face of the editorial bedlam that surrounds the making of a nonfiction book. This cool led to her intuitive discovery of a lost manuscript from an earlier era that provided background for the current one. Where was it? On a ledge in the garage, of course. And thanks go to my daughter, Lori Turner, for her able assistance in my research. Still in the neighborhood, my fellow author and colleague Marilyn Dineen was kind enough to critique the early text to start it on its way. One more neighborhood support was Linda Hepworth, our local waitress and author of Turning the Tables, who emulates Dorothy Parker at the informal Chalet Basque “Round Table.”

    To make the transition from proposal to contract—the bridge of sighs, I call it—the author more often than not needs some outside help. I recall my first book, The Police Establishment, which was published by G. P. Putnam's Sons in 1968. I was standing around the punch bowl at a holiday party thrown by San Francisco literati when I met John Dodds, the editorial director of Putnam's, and an esteemed figure in the Eastern literary world. At this point I had yet to contemplate writing a book—it all seemed too exotic for Westerners. But John seemed intrigued by my FBI stories—I had spent ten years as one of Hoover's finest, working on everything from counterespionage to bank robbery as well as the Migratory Bird Act. John asked if I had any book proposals prepared, then told me to compose an outline.

    A week after I sent him the outline, John sent me a contract and a $3,500 advance. I found out later that the FBI had a snitch inside Putnam's and I was on J. Edgar Hoover's most-wanted list for criticizing his false alarms on the Communist Party USA and his dereliction on organized crime.1 The Bureau wanted not only to silence me but also to make me an example to deter other agents from speaking out. The Bureau was leaning heavily on Putnam's executives to smother the book. Initially there was a tendency to cave in to Hoover, but in the end, the American tradition of a free press prevailed. The Police Establishment went on to literary and financial success. One national reviewer titled his piece, “Pull Over, Officer.”

    I owe a tip of the cap to Dr. Cyril Wecht, a foremost pathologist and friend for over thirty years. When I learned that Cyril's latest work bore the imprint of Prometheus Books, I contacted him, and Cyril was kind enough to put in a good word for me with the publisher.

    I was very fortunate to be granted an interview with Carlos Prío Socarrás, president of Cuba until ousted by Batista. In the interview, Prío provided the information about Castro's plan to offer a strategic alliance with the United States and his rebuff at Nixon's hands, which is the tipping point of this book. Prío played a significant role in Cuban politics in the 1950s; his graft-fed fortune was thought to be the largest in Cuban history. His showplace estate, La Chata, was the guesthouse for many international celebrities.

    When I interviewed Mike McLaney, proprietor of the Casino Internacional in Havana, he was reluctant to talk because he said the federal government has a long memory. But he poured me a drink and settled down to talk. His language was colorful, as when he called one of the pilots he had retained for his own operations “all flaps and no throttle.” I later found out that one of the hangers-on with McLaney was a tall, thin man with horn-rimmed glasses named Sam Benton, who was actually an assassination broker. (Yes, he took a percentage of the price of the hit contracts he “sold.”) So I am grateful to McLaney, not for what he didn't say, but for what he put me onto: the involvement of Sam Giancana, the Chicago Mafia boss, and his underlings in the “snuff Castro” crowd.

    I was also the beneficiary of the great paramilitary journalist Andrew St. George's ceaseless digging for the core of the story. Andrew was the golden boy of Time-Life's Henry Luce (the Founder, as Luce was sarcastically referred to inside the organization). Warren Hinckle, the bad-boy journalist who founded Ramparts, kept a parakeet christened Henry Luce in his San Francisco office. Hinckle had apprenticed at the San Francisco Chronicle, and his incomparable nose for news endowed me with my cub credentials by some strange osmosis.

    Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams was a commanding presence when I interviewed him in 1974 at his office papered with maps and geological charts. I published some of his story in Deadly Secrets but recently discovered pertinent information that Harry was forced to withhold from me. As it turns out, Harry was playing lifeguard to Commander Juan Almeida Bosque, a hero of the Cuban Revolution. Along with Che Guevara, Almeida had grown disillusioned with Fidel Castro. They took action. Almeida with the aid of the Americans would arrange a coup. Che would leave Cuba and build his own forces as he traveled through the hinterlands of South America. The Almeida story was a time bomb, and I'm deeply in debt to Harry Williams for briefing me on the existence of the defection without betraying the commander.

    I know I haven't mentioned my editor yet, which may be a case of saving the best for last. Well, sort of. Carol Callahan is without a doubt one of the premier freelance editors listed in the white pages today. She came to my rescue when I was having difficulty getting this volume properly structured. She is a pro in every way, and a pleasure to work with. To put up with my quips is a talent in itself.
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    It was the first blush of dawn in Havana as Fidel Castro Ruz paid a surprise visit to the sprawling estate called La Chata, the home of the former Cuban president, Carlos Prío Socarrás. Castro felt a sudden need to talk to Prío on the intricacies of the American government as he prepared for a trip to Washington that would begin that afternoon.

    One of the security guards Prío had on staff roused him from his slumber at La Chata, his expansive estate, saying, “Fidel wants to see you.”1 The guard was fairly bursting with excitement. It was a short four months since Fidel Castro had descended from his redoubt in the Sierra Maestra range of eastern Cuba to claim victory. Castro had kicked off his revolution there, taking on the despot Fulgencio Batista, who had begun his term of president as populist as an ex–army sergeant could be, even flirting with the Communist Party of Cuba. But Batista began to drift to the right and was brought full circle by his formation of the Bureau for the Repression of Atheism and Communism (BRAC). This outfit became so brutal in its methods that Nixon felt compelled to dispatch CIA inspector Lyman Kirkpatrick to Havana to tell Batista to cool it.2 American prestige was at stake because Nixon had vigorously supported the regime since Batista had pulled off the coup in 1952 that ended constitutional government in the island state.

    When Castro forsook a career in America's favorite pastime, baseball, for the political hustings, he squeezed his initial financing out of Carlos Prío, who as the elected president of Cuba had refined the fine art of grafting to a Rembrandt level.

    At that time, Prío was convicted in Florida of gunrunning in support of his own paramilitary force based in the Escambray range. A sign on the trail to Prío's bivouac taunted, “No Communists Allowed.” But the combatants in this fluid revolution changed sides with remarkable alacrity. To wit, Major William Alexander Morgan, in charge of the Second National Front of the Escambray irregulars, a pudgy Ohioan sporting tattoos and speaking broken Spanish.3 He was awarded a Hero of the Revolution medal after he flipped at the last moment. And Frank Sturgis, the future Watergate burglar (“I don't know what I was doing there, I'm a Democrat!” he told me4) had first flown supplies for Prío, then switched to Castro, who was more of a fighter. The macho Sturgis was a dedicated anti-communist from the start, the coda E. Howard Hunt exploited to recruit him for the Watergate team. Hunt was considered by many to be the mastermind of the Watergate conspiracy. His political bent was hard right.

    All the elements of this book non-harmonically converged on the open city of Havana in early January 1959. Fidel Castro, now standing in a Jeep and waving as it crawled through a rapturous throng cheering thunderously. Fidel was a Robin Hood type of hero, his only stamp a Cuban nationalist. Ahead of him, William Morgan was trying to capitalize on the new leader's tardiness in reaching the capital by rallying his troops at the Presidential Palace, the symbol of power in Cuba. But Che Guevara stood in his way, so Morgan loudly proclaimed his allegiance to Fidel.

    Ex-president Prío had returned from exile when Batista fled and was waiting at La Chata for Fidel to name him to a “top post” in the new government. The pledge was made in 1956 when Prío donated $100,000 to Castro to buy the decrepit yacht Granma to ferry his landing party to Oriente Province in eastern Cuba where Santiago de Cuba was considered the Cradle of the Liberty in the battle against Spain.5 The sanctuary of the Sierra Maestra range was nearby, and that was the location from which Fidel directed the guerilla war that bellowed to the world, as the Chicago Tribune and New York Times reported the heroics of the revolutionaries.

    Not once during the period between the purchase of the Granma and his triumphal entry into Havana did Castro notify Prío of events as promised.6 So Prío apprehensively awaited his appointment to office. He would attend administration meetings of the new government in the hope that Fidel would spot him from the podium and announce what ministry he would head. Then there was Castro's outdoor speech at Camp Columbia before a huge crowd as the Student Revolutionary Directorate (DRE) and Second Front forces turned in their arms. “The worst part of the revolution against [the 1930s despot] Machado,” he lectured, “was that afterwards gangs of revolutionaries roamed around fighting each other.”7 As he spoke a white dove released from the audience landed on his shoulder. It was hailed as an omen for peace—but not for a “top post.”

    Now it has been four months since the victory and still no word, but here is Fidel showing up at La Chata at the crack of dawn without his administrative aide, Juan Orta. The president stood well over six feet with deep-set dark brown eyes, an aquiline nose, dark chestnut hair, and a short beard and mustache. As usual, he was dressed in olive-drab fatigues, combat boots, and a legionnaires cap. As usual, his clothes did not seem to have had a recent pressing. He did not have a Cohiba jutting from his mouth. But it was Castro all right. Was he going to offer a “top post” to Prío, or did this clandestine visit have something to do with an invitation from the American Society of Newspaper Editors (who knew a good story when they saw one) to go on a lecture tour?

    Prío, a dapper, genial man with a wife who resembled Dorothy Lamour, was disappointed again. It turned out that the seemingly independent leader had sustained a case of the jitters, fearing he would seem lost in dealing with the American press and White House team. He had been in the hills too long to be comfortable with the inside of an executive suite. Not that Fidel was a rube; he had retained a standout public-relations firm in the American seat of government to keep his iconic image intact. Fidel needed Prío's advice on how to deal with the Americans. He said that he had been brushing up on his English since receiving the invitation for a tour lasting eleven days. He was told that protocol called for him, as Cuba's head of state, to be invited to the White House for a session with President Eisenhower.8 Did Prío have such a session?

    Castro seemed to be concerned that he might not be received with equal honors by Eisenhower, but Prío assured him that he himself had been received by the American president with full honors and Castro would be as well. Fidel seemed relieved. He remarked that it was fortunate that both he and Eisenhower were military men; they should understand each other well.


    I talked with Carlos Prío on November 24, 1974, at the Miami home of his brother Paco, a former mayor of Havana. The interview was made possible by the good offices of Louis Wolfson, owner of the champion racehorse Affirmed. Prío told me his advice to Castro was “No matter what you discuss with officials, don't tell the press…and don't sell American [sic] all of our sugar and tie Cuba too closely economically.” The rookie president nodded in agreement, saying he didn't want to ask the United States for anything. But then Castro tapped his breast pocket and enunciated a proposal so stunning in its conception and so simple in its complexity that Prío could only sit in silence. Not that he intended to say much in any event. Against the backdrop of the Cold War, Castro was going to propose to the Eisenhower White House that the Republic of Cuba and the United States form an alliance, a strategic alliance in which Cuba would side with the United States against the Soviet Union in the event of hostilities.9 Noticing Prío's lack of reaction, Castro elaborated that the time had come when every third world country should align with one superpower or the other. Prío was surprised by Castro's prescient understanding of world affairs. Cuban presidents were not usually well-versed in foreign affairs.

    Prío did not comment to Castro on his alliance proposal simply because he still longed to serve out his term as elected president and didn't want to inadvertently annoy the new head of government.

    After dropping his bombshell, Castro began to fidget and appeared ready to leave. Prío offered him a ride to the airport, thinking he could brace him on the promised “top post.” It would be his calling in a chip. But Fidel had brought his town car and driver with him, and left for his flight to Washington, DC. Little did he know that he would soon be meeting Richard “Dick” Nixon; Prío hadn't prepared him for that.
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    But Castro was not going to meet Eisenhower. When the cranky old man received word that the young Cuban head of state was coming, Ike pouted, writing later in his memoirs, “I was more than irritated by news of the invitation.”10 For Ike to express himself this forcefully was unusual, but Fidel's 1957 polemic pitch for agrarian reform had alarmed conservatives. So he booked a golf game at Pinehurst, a course in North Carolina, though he was a member of a local club, Burning Tree in Washington, DC. In Eisenhower's estimation, Castro must buy his clothes at a war surplus store. This was just the type of put-down that churns class warfare. But Ike's avoidance of Castro might have been a strategic move to substitute Vice President Nixon, who was regarded as a tougher interrogator. In the four months since taking over, Castro's regime had not very well defined itself and its stance on communism was unknown to the White House.

    From his point of view, Castro must have reasoned, the vice president of the United States had more important things to do than beat a dead horse. The Cuban leader said in the course of his lecture tour that in the event of hostilities between the Soviet Union and the United States, he would side with the United States. Nixon didn't seem to care about the strategic position of Cuba if, in fact, he understood it. The chimera of communism possessed him.
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    All of the players in Cuban politics felt that Castro's government would be a pushover, including the Mob. Every Cuban politician of the previous twenty years had been bought off by the National Crime Syndicate (NCS) so that the Syndicate actually functioned as the “invisible government.” Led by Meyer Lansky, the Mob didn't feel threatened by Castro because they couldn't believe that he would close the casinos, which were stacking up some $200 million in profits a year, paying nominal taxes but lining the pockets of officials with graft. If the Havana casinos did close, the Mob would continue to buy up properties in Las Vegas, now that gambling had been legalized there.

    The “invisible government” did decide to cover its bets when Castro flew to the United States for his lecture tour. He was accompanied by an entourage that included Frank Sturgis as his “director of security.” When they arrived in Washington and checked in to the Statler Hilton, Sturgis was surprised by a visit from “Sally” Burns and Joe Rivers, two of Lansky's lieutenants, who claimed the visit was for social reasons.11 Sturgis realized that the Mob was keeping tabs on Fidel, so he called some of the 26th of July irregulars who were part of the entourage and had the two goons thrown out. Burns and Rivers would later play a role in the Bay of Pigs fiasco. During the invasion, they were waiting on a boat three miles offshore for word to come that the invasion had succeeded. Once they received word, they were supposed to go ashore, retrieve a buried cache of $750,000, and turn the lights on in all the casinos.

    Due to the fiasco of the Bay of Pigs invasion, the CIA decided to deploy armed cells throughout Cuba to wage a guerilla war of attrition against Castro.12 They set up an anti-Castro action group called the Second Naval Guerrilla based in Nicaragua, led by Manuel Artime, who had been a member of the provisional government of Cuba in the Bay of Pigs invasion. In November 1961, Robert Kennedy set out to avenge a family humiliation by launching a low-profile, “plausibly deniable” operation, dubbed Operation Mongoose, that conducted sabotage raids, infiltration, black propaganda to stir internal dissent, and economic destabilization, all aimed at softening up Cuba for an eventual second invasion. Unfortunately, it relied on personnel like Artime, a proven incompetent.

    As for Fidel, his intelligence services were more effective than the American agency. I met with Arturo Rodriguez, an electronic technician in Castro's security service, G-2, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, over the 1991 Labor Day weekend. He said G-2 had infiltrated Manuel Artime's camp in Nicaragua, recorded his radio transmissions, and tapped the phones.

    The CIA had failed so miserably in its attempts to eliminate Castro that when he became president, Lyndon Johnson told E. Howard Hunt, “he didn't want to hear another thing about those goddamn Cubans.”13 So the CIA switched its covert operations to a dirty war in Vietnam where they were just as successful.
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    In this fashion was American policy toward Cuba turned inside out, resulting in a bitter enmity between the colossus of the north and the impoverished Caribbean island that has lasted through ten presidencies. Eisenhower initiated the economic blockade that endures to this day, and set in motion the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion. John Kennedy came close to reversing the process when he secretly negotiated with Castro for rapprochement, an endeavor cut short by his assassination. Although Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon were preoccupied with the Vietnam War, they maintained the status quo by authorizing CIA operations against Cuba. Gerald Ford changed nothing. Jimmy Carter made conciliatory gestures until forced to suspend them by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Ronald Reagan focused on the Soviet Union, that “evil empire,” but he did contain Havana's expansionism by invading Grenada on the vaporous excuse that the Cubans were building an airfield there. Even though the Cold War was over, the Bushes père and fils were coldly antagonistic toward Cuba, a family trait stemming from their political exploitation of the powerful exile bloc in South Florida whose hatred of Castro knows no bounds. In 1990 Jeb Bush interceded with his father, then vice president, on behalf of serial terrorist Dr. Orlando Bosch, dubbed Dr. Death, when he re-entered the United States illegally.14 In the late 1960s, Bosch was the evil genius behind Cuban Power, which claimed credit for bombing Cuban targets and entities they felt to be sympathetic to the Castro regime. In 1976, Bosch was imprisoned in Venezuela for engineering the midair bombing of a Cuban civilian airliner, which took seventy-three lives. The US Department of Justice maintained that Bosch “repeatedly expressed and demonstrated a willingness to cause indiscriminate injury and death” in ordering him deported, but the senior George Bush stepped in and the order was cancelled.15 Just how cynical that is can be measured by current government policy under which families short of green cards are broken up in summary fashion.

    For Bill Clinton, opposition to Castro was also a family affair. As Time put it in an article titled “Clinton's Cuban Road to Florida,” by Douglas Waller, on October 28, 1996, a “core group” of Cuban-American Democrats convinced him “he could win Florida in ’96 if he became even more anti-Castro than Ronald Reagan or George Bush had been.” The group included Maria Victoria Arias, the wife of Hillary Clinton's brother Hugh Rodham, who had political ambitions of his own. Despite a Pentagon evaluation that Cuba posed no threat to the region, Bill Clinton pandered to the exile diehards and, as a result, carried Florida. It was one more example of how American foreign policy was held hostage to a special-interest lobby. When he ran for president in 2000, the younger George Bush benefited not only from the Cuban special-interest vote, but also from an exile goon squad that intimidated Miami-Dade County election workers into halting a recount bringing Al Gore closer to victory.16

    Demonizing Fidel Castro as moral authority to do away with him actually began before his revolution succeeded, when Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic (the Dom Rep) dispatched a mercenary sniper with US military links into the Sierra Maestra gunning for Fidel. For Trujillo, it was a personal grudge. Years earlier, during the Prío presidency, Castro had joined an expeditionary force bent on overthrowing the psychopathic Trujillo for humanitarian reasons. As soon as Castro rolled into Havana, Trujillo, with a nod from the CIA, formed his own expeditionary force composed of former Batista supporters. The fact that this tyrant enjoyed rosy relations with Washington while fitting Castro with a shroud spoke clearly of the double standards of American policy. Trujillo was in favor by virtue of his violent opposition to communism, which enabled him to count Richard Nixon, former ambassador William Pawley, and the Kennedy family—to whom he had been introduced by his son-in-law, international playboy Porfirio Rubirosa, a social contact of Jacqueline Kennedy—as friends. But in the family history was a time bomb that illustrated patriarch Joseph Kennedy's show-me-the-money standard: when son Jack was born, he named Trujillo his godfather.

    The chronicle of US–Cuba relations has rarely been harmonious despite the geographic closeness. Some idea of the rancor that periodically stressed relations was the confiscatory occupation of Guantanamo and its conversion to a US Marine base. Each year a check arrives in the Cuban seat of government drawn on the United States Treasury for “rent,” and each year Havana options not to cash it. The issue is deep in the hearts of Cuban nationalists who view it in terms of the island's sovereignty.

    This book hopefully will be a shot over the bow of American foreign policy in the Caribbean region. The whole story of American involvement in the affairs of that region constitutes a plenary violation of the Neutrality Act and came close to igniting thermonuclear war. The Cuban Connection chronicles the disparate origins of the counterrevolution against Cuba, profiles the personalities who perpetrated it, and describes its plots and schemes ranging from the masterful to the ridiculous. It is the product of over a hundred interviews, conducted for the most part in the 1960s and 1970s. These are the core interviews:

    
      	Dr. Carlos Prío Socarrás—President of Cuba until ousted by a Batista coup in 1952. Original funder of Fidel Castro. Snubbed by Castro after the victory, he relocated in Miami and became a major figure in the revanchism movement.

      	Ambassador William D. Pawley—A wealthy anti-communist zealot, Pawley played Cardinal Richelieu to President Eisenhower to turn him against Castro. Secret emissary in trying to persuade Batista to step down in favor of a junta that would forestall Castro, and convincing Argentina and Peru to provide military backup to the Bay of Pigs invasion force.

      	Rolando “El Tigre” Masferrer—Mortal enemy of Castro whose private army tried to hunt down the rebel leader while still in his mountain stronghold. Fled to Miami, from where he continued to go after Castro, sending in an assassination team. My interview with him took place in Miami at his home, where he weirdly appeared in an open garage door with his acolytes holding lit candles. Masferrer agreed to my interview through the auspices of Gordon Winslow, the county clerk of Dade County who was in touch with many in the Cuban exile community. The interview was taped not long before Masferrer turned the key to start his car and was blown away.

      	Frank Sturgis, aka Fiorini—A soldier of fortune, he smuggled weapons to Castro in the mountains in 1958. Rewarded with a post in the new government, he switched sides when he perceived Castro to be a leftist. In Miami, Sturgis flew missions for the CIA while running his own action group funded by dispossessed casino owners. Achieved notoriety in 1972 as one of the Watergate burglars. The initial interview with Frank in Miami in April 1974 was right after he was released after serving his time for the Watergate break-in. I made several more trips to Miami that year and touched base with Frank each time. By the end of that year, I was Frank's literary agent and was commissioned by the tabloid paper Star to solicit more information about the Watergate fiasco.

      	Michael McLaney—Proprietor of the swanky Casino Internacional in Havana before being ejected by Castro, he formed his own air force to bomb strategic targets in Cuba. Partnered with the Chicago Mob to try to kill Castro. My interview with Mike at the Jockey Club in Miami resulted from a letter of introduction from my publisher, Houghton Mifflin; I explained that I was writing a book about the CIA's involvement with Castro (Deadly Secrets) and he told me to come on over.

      	Gerry Patrick Hemming—A paramilitary specialist, he at first helped Castro, then turned against him, becoming a ubiquitous figure in South Florida anti-Castro circles. First to reveal the twin schemes to assassinate Castro when he visited Chilean president Salvador Allende in 1972. I was referred to Hemming by E. Carl McNabb in 1973 while I was conducting research for Deadly Secrets. I flew to Miami and booked into the Arrowhead Motel, a rather rundown facility that functioned as a home-away-from-home and safe house for many paramilitaries and soldiers of fortune. I invited Gerry to come to the Arrowhead for the interview. At the appointed time, I was shocked to find two huge men standing outside my door. Fortunately, they turned out to be 6’5” Gerry Hemming and his 6’5” brother Bob. I interviewed Gerry many times over the next few years because he was very plugged into the paramilitary community.

      	Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams—Wounded at the Bay of Pigs, he became Robert F. Kennedy's golden boy, spearheading a second invasion to be launched from the Dominican Republic. A penultimate meeting with the CIA was held on the very day that John F. Kennedy was assassinated. While researching for Deadly Secrets, I talked to Haynes Johnson at the Washington Post, who wrote a book on the Bay of Pigs, and he recommended I contact Harry, whom I subsequently interviewed in Fort Lauderdale at his office on the Coast Highway.

      	General Fabian Escalante—Former director of Cuban Security G-2, his outfit discovered a CIA/Mafia plot to assassinate Castro coincident with the Bay of Pigs landing. It also penetrated the Harry Williams–led second-invasion preparations by bugging the Nicaragua base of Williams's ally, Manuel Artime. When I was an American delegate to the Rio Conference on the assassination of John F. Kennedy, I met the Cuban delegate Fabian Escalante and his aide-de-camp Rodriguez. Escalante introduced himself to me and subsequently sat down for an informal interview. Escalante had a commanding presence and was apparently a born leader.

    

 
    A major source was President Fidel Castro, who in 1978 supplied information through an intermediary in Mexico City, and in 1981 authorized background interviews of Cuban officials in Havana.
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    June 1946: Lucky Luciano's prison sentence is commuted due to his support of the Office of Naval Intelligence in combating sabotage along the Atlantic Coast during World War II. He is deported to Sicily, but ends up in Cuba

    December 1946: Luciano and Meyer Lansky invite Mob bosses to Havana Conference to establish a business plan for casino operations in Cuba

    November 1948: Lansky and Cuban leader Fulgencio Batista establish pact to control the gaming industry in Cuba

    March 1952: Batista engineers a bloodless coup, overthrows President Carlos Prío Socarrás, and takes over Cuba

    Late October 1952: Richard Nixon visits Sans Souci casino in Havana with his slush-fund manager Dana Smith

    Early 1953: Lansky begins buying controlling interests in casinos in Havana

    July 1953: Castro takes up arms against the corrupt Batista regime. Moncada Barracks attack fails, Fidel and Raul Castro put in jail

    December 1956: 26th of July Movement launches Cuban Revolution

    April 1958: Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic sends arms to support Batista's Cuban army and prevent the success of Castro's revolution

    December 1958: At the behest of the State Department, William D. Pawley meets with Batista to suggest exile

    December 1958: Ambassador Earl T. Smith warns Batista that the US government was in the process of withdrawing its support

    January 1, 1959: Batista flees Cuba, as revolutionary troops enter Havana

    January 1959: Fidel Castro takes control of Cuba, the Cuban Revolution is over

    Late February 1959: Trujillo organizes the Cuban Liberation Army to invade Cuba


    April 1959: Castro visits the United States on speaking tour, sponsored by American Society of Newspaper Editors

    Late April 1959: Castro meets with Vice President Nixon, determined to establish rapport between the United States and Cuba

    Late May 1959: On returning to Cuba after his disastrous meeting with Nixon, Castro has undergone an epiphany and now decides to move into the Soviet sphere

    May 1959: CIA Director Allen Dulles sets up dummy corporation Double-Chek to handle covert operations against Cuba

    June 1959: Castro sends Che Guevara to Cairo for the first official contact with the Soviet Union

    August 1959: Trujillo's Cuban Liberation Army fails due to betrayal and bad timing

    September 1959: Jack Ruby visits Havana

    January 1960: Casinos close down in Havana

    March 1960: Eisenhower authorizes the Cuba Project, a CIA operation led by Nixon for the purpose of overthrowing Castro

    March 1960: French freighter Le Coubre blows up dockside in Havana, killing one hundred and injuring two hundred

    November 1960: William Pawley travels to the Dominican Republic to try to persuade Trujillo to step down

    April 1961: Assassination attempt of Castro by Mob hit man to coincide with Bay of Pigs invasion

    April 17, 1961: Bay of Pigs invasion launched

    April 19, 1961: Bay of Pigs invasion fails miserably

    May 1961: Rafael Trujillo assassinated with support from CIA

    November 1961: Operation Mongoose, an action plan designed to overthrow Castro's government, is launched by directive from John F. Kennedy

    August 1963: Second Cuban invasion planned under Manuel Artime aborted by blunders

    September 1963: Pawley's yacht, the Flying Tiger, drops band of mercenaries off Cuba for covert operation

    November 1973: Interview with Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams by author, in Fort Lauderdale


    November 1973 and April 1974: Interview with Gerry Patrick Hemming by author, in Miami, Florida

    April 1974: Interview with Frank Sturgis by author, in Miami, Florida

    April 27, 1974: Interview with Rolando Masferrer by author, in Miami, Florida

    November 1974: Interview with Carlos Prío Socarrás by author, in Miami, Florida

    November 1974: Interview with William Pawley by author, in Coral Gables, Florida

    December 1974: Interview with Mike McLaney by author, in Miami, Florida

    August 1991: Interview with Fabian Escalante, head of Cuban counterintelligence, by author, in Rio de Janeiro
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    “HISTORY WILL ABSOLVE ME.”

    —FIDEL CASTRO, 19531

    CUBAN PITCHER TURNS DOWN OFFER OF $5,000 BONUS TO SIGN WITH THE NEW YORK GIANTS; WILL STUDY LAW AT THE UNIVERSITY OF HAVANA INSTEAD.

    This might have been the slug of the Manhattan press on that fine summer day when Fidel Castro Ruz opted for a legal career over a baseball one. The native of Cuba was scouted by Joe Cambria of the Washington Senators, who told him he didn't have a major league arm. But a Pittsburgh Pirates bird dog was more impressed, remembering, “He could set ’em up with the curve, blow ’em down with the heater.” Castro tried out for several major league clubs, including the Philadelphia Athletics, but it was the New York Giants that showed a definite interest. The $5,000 figure was not random. Baseball rules at the time dictated that any amount over $5,000 tendered to a rookie required that he be kept on the roster of the big league club for a season. So the man with the golden arm would have been eligible for assignment to a minor league team, with the Havana Sugar Kings of the International League coming to mind. What may have offended Castro's sensibilities was that the Sugar Kings were owned by an official in the Batista regime. Fulgencio Batista was the Cuban Caligula, a dictator too long in power. But Castro never lost his love for the American national pastime, devotedly following Cuba's national squad and acquiring a batting cage of his own, though he was not destined to see his face on a bubble-gum card.


    There are those, of course, who devoutly wish Castro had stuck with baseball. They don't include the Giants immortal Carl Hubbell, who undoubtedly would not have welcomed the stiff competition. But Castro himself found the stiffest competition imaginable when he later set aside his law books and took to the political hustings to deliver action-packed speeches that were distinguished by their length. But he spoke from the heart as he pleaded for an end to poverty in his homeland of eleven million people. The roads of Cuba never run straight, goes an old folk song.

    At the University of Havana, Castro lost no time in becoming politicized in its hothouse environment. He was dominated by Cuban nationalism but affiliated with the Ortodoxo Party, which, like most Cuban political structures, was polemically flexible. Fidel's dominant theme in his speeches was the plight of the poor and what to do about it. He harped on agrarian reform that he saw as at least a partial solution in a country without rural electrification. Fidel had issued a manifesto on the subject in 1957 while still in the mountains. The move drew a furious response from the American legislator Harold Cooley, leader of the sugar lobby in Congress, and in the pockets of the corporate landholders such as United Fruit Company. But agrarian reform was a buzzword for American conservatives who viewed it as confiscatory socialism. It was not at all; usually the distributed acreage was unsuitable for agriculture. The Castro version was more like the ejiido model adopted in Mexico after the revolution.2 It called for division of surplus land and land holdings within reasonable limits. Critics charged that United Fruit Company, a huge presence in tropical countries, was the prime target of Castro from day one because his father, an employee, had been mistreated.

    Be that as it may, Fidel's matriculation at the Havana institution was marked by controversy that carried beyond the ivied walls. The Fidel who went to the University of Havana in October 1945 both attracted and repelled his fellow “students,” some of whom even came to study, for this was a classic Latin American university system that was half devoted to learning and at least half devoted to fomenting political action.3

    Castro's ability to deliver fiery speeches, albeit long-winded, gained him an approving audience in greater Havana that, when the time was right, coalesced into a solid political base. As a candidate he would have been a natural. Physically, Fidel stood out. He was markedly tall in a country of generally short men.4

    He affected a somewhat rumpled look, perhaps the result of a conscious attempt to look unconventional. Yet he possessed the magnetic personality of a yacht salesman.

    The conventional Cuban political scene was so turgid that it was perhaps preferable to be called a revolutionary. Consider the hapless Eduardo Chibás, a rotund little man who kept the political waters constantly roiled. “Every week on Sunday night, Chibás spoke,” Hugh Thomas recorded in his landmark volume Cuba or the Pursuit of Freedom, and “crowds flocked to hotels or cafés to hear him.” Like Castro, Chibás was an Ortodoxo. “He spoke with extraordinary passion and energy, denouncing the unbridled corruption of the regime and the gangsters associated with it.” He believed that corruption was the most important problem Cuba faced. But Chibás had erred in identification. On August 5, 1951, he walked into radio station CMQ in Havana for his weekly radio broadcast. That day he had promised to furnish the evidence supporting his claim that education minister Aureliano Sanchez Arango was embezzling money. Instead, he talked about other topics, warned that Fulgencio Batista might attempt a military coup, and made a farewell statement. Chibás, who was also a senator, was supposed to present evidence from congressmen supporting his claim, who ultimately refused to do so. Chibás apparently believed that killing himself was the only way he could apologize for his inability to keep his promise, so he pulled out a pistol and shot himself in the head. Unfortunately, he had forgotten that his allotted radio time was only twenty-five minutes. The shot took place while the commercial ad with “Café Pilon” was running, thus eliminating the planned effect of “his grand finale.” The corrupt regime, as Thomas put it, was the presidency of Carlos Prío Socarrás.
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    Cuba wasn't mighty militarily, but with the possessions of Guantanamo it was strategically on the map. It was rich in natural resources such as nickel and copper, and a major player in world sugar markets. Behold the Cuban cigars, their labels second to none. It was the pearl of the Antilles, playground to the sophisticated traveler who bends an elbow at the Floridita bar, or the Bodeguita del Medio, where mojitos are the politically correct drink. The packing-crate United States Interest Section building forlornly faces the Malecon waterfront. Outside Havana, the white-sand beaches defy surpassing beauty, and the highland lakes abound with bass.

    In the 1950s it was golden to be president of Cuba. Batista presided over the growing number of gambling casinos and spent many an hour clinking glasses with visiting notables. One such was Richard Nixon, who showed up with his constant companion, Charles “Bebe” Rebozo, at his elbow. For Batista, the slots clanking in the background must have been music to his ears, as were the sounds of the roulette wheels spinning and the dice rolling.

    One of Batista's most useful partisans was Rolando “El Tigre” Masferrer, who can best be described as a man for all political seasons. In his youth, the powerfully built Masferrer was a militant communist, fighting on the Loyalist side in the Spanish Civil War, losing a leg but gaining a reputation as an enforcer. It is safe to say that Masferrer was a Renaissance man, affecting silk scarves while scribing poetry, and painting landscapes while patronizing classical music. Speeding down the Malecon in a Cadillac convertible, he justified the acceptance of gangsterism to a German passenger, “Remember, chico, we're all gangsters. What did you expect? This isn't Europe.”5

    But Masferrer was also capable of fits of idealism, as was shown by his enlistment in the romantically named Caribbean Legion, which was formed for the express purpose of overthrowing the rogue dictator Generalissimo Rafael Trujillo of the Dom Rep. Trujillo was well known for his grievous trespasses against human rights. His only competitor for cruelty honors was François “Papa Doc” Duvalier of Haiti. The democratic rulers of other nations in the region had gotten together and decided that the only way to go was to muster a mobile strike force.6 In recognition of his service in the Spanish Civil War, Masferrer was appointed an officer.

    And who should come under his command but another volunteer, Fidel Castro. It was the summer of 1947, and the tryouts with the Major League Baseball teams were two years away. Nevertheless, his athletic prowess was about to be tested. The Caribbean Legion trained on isolated Cayo Confites on the north coast of the Dominican Republic and, with the democratic rulers looking the other way, launched an invasion. It was a disaster. Trujillo's efficient spy network found out about the Legion's intent. The Dom Rep regulars trounced the eclectic Legionnaires. Fidel, who had been leading a platoon of Dom Rep citizen volunteers, dove into the choppy waters between the Dom Rep and the north shore of Cuba. It marked the beginning of the Castro legend. When he finished the marathon swim, he found himself within hitchhiking distance of his father's modest farm.

    It was at this point that Masferrer became all tough-guy and formed his feared Los Tigres in Santiago de Cuba at the island's eastern tip, celebrated as the nation's Cradle of Liberty. From Santiago, Masferrer dispatched his Los Tigres into the hills to try and run his ex-comrade-in-arms to ground. But Fidel and his now-downsized band of insurgents had disappeared into the fastness of the Sierra Maestra range.

    I interviewed Rolando Masferrer on April 27, 1974, at his home in urban Miami. He gave the impression of a street fighter, although his days as commander of his private army were long gone. Flanking him on both sides were khaki-clad individuals with stern faces who, if drugstore clerks, would only smile if someone forgot their change. I asked Masferrer if he had any criticism of Castro during the Caribbean Legion expedition, since the youngster was under his command. Masferrer replied, “I blame myself as the man who gave him rudimentary training in military affairs—he was in charge of a platoon and behaved very discreetly.”
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    What Castro needed to start his revolution was money. He thought it would be a tough sell, but he knew his man, Carlos Prío Socarrás, had it. Prío had been regarded as the island's most corrupt president until he was unseated in Batista's bloodless coup in 1952. Ever since then, he had schemed to return to the baroque Presidential Palace. He had started his own paramilitary unit under the banner of the Autentico Party and merged with the Second National Front of Escambray that was physically much closer to Havana (the ultimate prize) than Fidel in the Sierra Maestra.

    Prío provided funding for Castro to underwrite his revolution in the hopes that he would be allowed to finish out his term in office. But he worried that the Americans would somehow influence the outcome, and it wouldn't be in his favor. He made several trips to the State Department's Foggy Bottom headquarters in Washington to solidify his claim to be president-in-waiting as Batista's position deteriorated. “I told the head of the Cuban desk that we wanted a smooth transition—no massacres—and that it was the duty of the Americans to stabilize the situation,” Prío told me.7 State insisted that the situation would resolve itself.

    As a source for financing, Castro also thought of the National Crime Syndicate (NCS) that was raking in millions of dollars a day through ownership of the casinos lining Havana's gamblers row, but the notion quickly passed. The Syndicate posed as legitimate businessmen but with few exceptions was under the rule of Meyer Lansky, the chief executive of the NCS. Just a percentage of the daily skim could finance Castro's revolution that had been staggering ever since the Moncada Barracks attack boomeranged in 1953.

    That plan was to attack the barracks in Santiago de Cuba early in the morning when it could be anticipated that the soldiers would be dulled by hangovers, making the element of surprise the tipping point. The soldiers proved alert, however, and the Castro irregulars were routed, some escaping death only through the intervention of priests who happened upon the scene. The capture of the barracks was to be coupled with a general strike, but that never happened. Fidel, his brother Raul, and the surviving guerillas were hustled to the Isla de Pinos prison, where a panel of judges sat in Catalonian silence as Castro delivered his impassioned “history will absolve me” speech. He was sentenced to fifteen years in prison, and Raul to thirteen years, but both were released two years later, in 1955, in a Batista general amnesty.

    In exile in Mexico, Castro formed the 26th of July Movement, named after the date of the Moncada assault. By this time, Castro was regarded by many Cubans as a reincarnation of Jose Marti, the hero of the fight for independence from Spain at the turn of the century. Soon the guerillas were pop heroes called barbudos (“bearded revolutionaries”), and their cause reverberated through the nation. Now out of prison and up in the hills, Castro's growing popularity attracted an eclectic group of people visiting his mountain redoubt: journalist Herbert Matthews of the New York Times; Jules Witcover of the Chicago Tribune; parajournalist Andrew St. George, a contributor to Life; and Frank Sturgis, who was ferrying guns and ammunition to Castro. It happened that Sturgis had formed a small import-export company grandly called Interamerica Business Corporation, and it came in handy as a cover for his smuggling. He bought quality weapons at a suburban Washington firm that dealt worldwide and was closely aligned with the CIA, then devised an ingenious system to supply the Havana underground. Using rented vans, Sturgis would drop off sixty-pound packages of guns and ammunitions to trusted Cuban families in Miami. They would buy old jalopies and conceal the contraband in false gas tanks and door panels, then drive to Key West and take the ferry to Havana. The jalopies were left in parking lots for pickup by underground contacts.8

    But the only practical way to supply the rebel army in the Sierra Maestra was by air. One evening in early 1958, as shadows crept up the majestic turret of Pico Turquino, the loftiest peak in the Sierra Maestra, Castro lit a Cohiba and sipped Añejo rum as he conversed with Sturgis, a chain-smoking teetotaler. Castro disclosed that he was about to open new fronts and an urban underground in an expanding offensive. But the weapons coming through from Miami came at a snail's pace. Could Sturgis do better? He could and did. Sturgis assembled a small fleet of light planes that landed on remote stretches or made air drops. After watching Sturgis sideslip a Bellanca loaded with arms into a mountain clearing, Castro marveled, “My favorite yanqui.”9 Sturgis was also flying for Carlos Prío and his Second Front, but Sturgis ultimately dismissed Prío as just another politician and devoted full time to flying for the 26th of July Movement.10

    Castro's popularity began to extend beyond the borders of Cuba due to the journalistic output generated from these meetings, and resulted in a multiplying effect for his cause, drawing in other rebels, like Che Guevara, and bringing in financial support from around the world. Teenagers put Castro and Che on their bedroom walls. His guerilla war of attrition became successful. Fidel was the Eisenhower of the hills.

    In late 1958, Castro, fortified by additional troops and supplies, ordered an advance on Havana. The advance was turning into a rout, forcing some army soldiers to hide in caves. The precipitous departure of Batista left a vacuum that several of the action groups could try to fill. Only five days earlier, Castro had met secretly with General Eugenio Cantillo, commander of the Cuban Army forces on the eastern front in Oriente Province. Cantillo had helicoptered to the meeting site, a sugar mill, in an attempt to save the army from demobilization and Batista from criminal prosecution.11 In addition to this, Cantillo harbored his own ambitions for the future of Cuba. The general promised that Batista would leave the country if the army was left intact. Castro was insistent, however, that the dictator be held for trial. Cantillo countered that the army would rise before 3:00 p.m. on New Year's Eve. Castro stood his ground that the army be dismantled. The talks broke off.

    Now Castro's forces were advancing down the Central Highway toward Havana. It was a matter of hours, the glowing bulbs of the situation board showed, before the 26th of July banner hoisted on a Jeep would reach the Presidential Palace. Batista still had hopes of cutting a deal to participate in a rump government that would take over before Castro's lead columns reached the city center. But that didn't happen.

    At the time the news hit, the CIA contingent attached to the United States Embassy in Havana was having cocktails on a glass-enclosed outer deck. The bearer of the tidings was E. Howard Hunt, the contemplative, pipe-smoking agent who would later be a major figure in the Watergate affair. Not to worry, Hunt said, Batista had given assurance that his air force had wiped out the invaders.12 It was of course a canard.
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    “CUBA HAS THE SAME EFFECT ON AMERICAN ADMINISTRATIONS THAT THE FULL MOON USED TO HAVE ON WEREWOLVES.”1

    —FORMER STATE DEPARTMENT OFFICER IN HAVANA

    It was 2:00 a.m. on New Year's Day, 1959, and Cuban president Fulgencio Batista had a decision to make. As celebrants still roamed the cobblestone streets of Old Havana, the glowing bulbs of the situation board at army headquarters in Camp Columbia showed that hope was rapidly vanishing. Castro and his barbudos had spilled out of the Sierra Maestra range and consolidated their positions in Oriente Province to the east. Its principal city, Santiago de Cuba, was under siege. In central Cuba, Raul Castro and the Argentine revolutionary Che Guevara threatened to cut the central highway traversing the island. Rebel columns had captured Sancti Spiritus and Santa Clara, closer to Havana. Until now, Batista believed that his brutal, corrupt regime could somehow survive, or at least he could cut a deal to participate in a rump government that would take over before Castro's forces arrived. But it was too late. In a matter of hours, a rebel advance guard would enter the city.

    Only five hours earlier, Batista had been driven in his limousine through the gates of Camp Columbia, the country's military headquarters in the outskirts of Havana, to the salutes of two sentries in natty khaki uniforms and white helmets. For the stubby dictator, who resembled a mestizo J. Edgar Hoover, it must have evoked memories of the day in 1933 when at this same army base he led a sergeants’ revolt that propelled him into his first term as president. The limousine had proceeded to the airfield where it passed a row of biplanes—the Cuban Army's outdated air force—and halted on the apron where two DC-4s of Aerovías Q, a civilian carrier, were parked with engines running. For two days they had stood by at a remote corner of the field with engines running and the pilots sleeping on board. Now Batista waited while forty-four relatives and aides boarded the lead plane. Into the president's plane soldiers loaded personal effects and satchels full of cash and jewelry, estimated to be worth more than $300 million.2 Time had been too short to bring along the sixteen suitcases of silverware from the president's baronial mansion. Some critics charged that over the years Batista had looted as much as $700 million from Cuba's coffers.3

    Since his arrival at Camp Columbia, Batista had attended a muted New Year's party in the officers’ mess. But he must have been reminded of what might have been when he passed the obsolete biplanes. He had ordered fifteen Hawker Siddeley jets from Great Britain that might have made a difference if they had been delivered in time. The same might be said for the Staghound tanks that had been badly needed to blunt a major offensive by Fidel Castro's rebel guerillas, except that the tanks were unavailable because the United States and several Latin countries had slapped an arms embargo on Cuba due to egregious human-rights violations. The designation didn't make Cuba a leper colony, but it put on the brakes in more ways than one. Tourism slowed and exports were flat. Most important, international relations were affected.

    An erstwhile army sergeant, Batista had been in control of the Cuban armed forces since the early 1930s. He became the strongman behind a succession of puppet presidents until he was himself elected to the presidency in 1940. At this stage in his career, he was the type of socially conscious ruler later exemplified by Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt. In fact, he had legitimately won the 1940 election by campaigning on a platform quaintly similar to Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New Deal, and he stitched together a coalition that mixed bankers and financiers with communists. But as his term progressed, Batista became more authoritarian, which eroded his popular support. As the State Department saw it, Batista's dalliance with communists might open the door to a communist takeover.

    In 1944, after Batista ignored warnings through diplomatic channels, State turned to Meyer Lansky to deliver the message in blunter fashion.4 The collaboration of the Syndicate with the US government was already an established fact, due to the negotiations between the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) and Lucky Luciano during the war. Roosevelt knew that Lansky was on intimate terms with the Cuban leader, whom he viewed as a gangster anyway. So the president ordered naval intelligence to dispatch Lansky to meet eyeball to eyeball with Batista. The crime boss lectured the Cuban that the United States was engaged in a global conflict and would not hesitate to use military force to maintain stability in its own backyard.5

    Batista got the message. He handpicked his successor for the 1944 elections, who unexpectedly lost to Ramon Grau. He went into “voluntary exile” in Florida, reportedly with millions of dollars in booty bulging out of his suitcases. Batista remained in the background of Cuban politics despite his election to the Cuban Senate in absentia in 1948. Returning to Cuba in 1952, Batista decided to run for president again. Three months before the elections, he staged a coup and began his reign as the country's iron man. Batista gradually shed his populist image and became a full-fledged dictator, establishing the Bureau for the Repression of Atheism and Communism (BRAC). By this time, he was on a glasses-clinking level with Dick Nixon, raising the question of what influence, if any, the Red-baiting member of Congress had on him.

    Batista's reputation became so blighted by the BRAC excesses that it can be said his downfall started with “the BRAC thing” as a throttled press referred to it. Batista didn't think of himself as a dictator, especially when compared with Rafael Trujillo. In contrast, Batista only cracked down on those who threatened the state's security, while Trujillo was considered more promiscuous in his use of torture. In one instance in 1957, Batista was frustrated by his inability to defeat Castro's dug-in guerillas. His card-playing crony, US ambassador Arthur Gardner, proposed that he dispatch an FBI or CIA assassin to kill Castro. “No, no, we can't do that. We're Cubans,” he said.6 But the fact was that whether or not he realized it, he had grown tyrannical and more corrupt. Despite his chumminess with Nixon and other heavy hitters from north of the border, it was time for him to go.
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