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INTRODUCTION
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ART AND FLIES

WE ARE LOVERS. LOVERS OF CUBA, AND OF GREAT LITERATURE. Cuba was a vast empire’s sparkling crown jewel in the sixteenth century, and it has been fiercely coveted from the nineteenth century on. At first, there were the tobacco and sugar crops that were appealing; later, Cuba’s spectacular coastline and climate became the draw. Spain did not want to lose it. The United States’ relentless efforts to take it never ceased. This is, simply, the history of Cuba. And in the midst of it, a revolution. Not yours, nor mine. But was it really the Cubans’ revolution? The years of Soviet-made Lada cars and vodka cast some doubt. And what about now?

This book was born out of more than just love. It also sprang from idleness and admiration, two magic words to the Greeks. Idleness is the opposite of industry. Those who work hard don’t catch flies. Contemplation is needed to create art, and idleness and admiration facilitate it. This is also true with science. Only people who are willing to waste a lot of time are capable of truly appreciating, or creating, a work of art. So, this book grew out of a fascination for two things: Cuba and literature; a place, and the literary works of a Nobel laureate; a charismatic man who has been in power for almost half a century, and his best friend. A commander who now has his own writer. Macondo in Havana. Strolling through Old Havana, down the Malecón or Fifth Avenue, with its nocturnal flowers, is an experience, nothing more. Whoever tries to completely capture it in a single description will fail. In the same way, reading One Hundred Years of Solitude or Love in the Time of Cholera is an experience. Summarizing it or trying to explain how one feels when reading it is a hopeless task. When we read great literature, or walk idly along a Caribbean beach, attracting flies, we’re wasting time, and this enriches us, making us happier, more human.

But fascination has a limit, imposed by circumstance. Fascination without limit is called God. Nothing human is perfect. But nothing is completely imperfect either. Everything in nature possesses admirable qualities, as well as weaknesses, pluses and minuses, heads or tails. In this book you will find, idle reader and fly catcher, the secrets of a friendship as solid as a rock, with all its lights and shadows. We are talking about flesh-and-blood people, not icons or superheroes. We will tell the story of Fidel Castro and Gabriel García Márquez (“Gabo” to his friends), with its highs and lows, like any other zoon politikon, as Aristotle would say. A personal, political, and literary friendship. Castro, who for years would not let the Colombian Nobel Prize winner into his inner circle, later would openly accept his conspiring overtures. Gabo, obsessed with power, political bosses, and the highest levels of diplomacy, saw in the Cuban patriarch a model that all of Latin America could follow to one day build its own socialist state, a contented society without class differences, more Rousseau than Marx. Castro, who did not have an intellectual on his island who could serve as a mouthpiece to communicate his revolutionary achievements, found in García Márquez the best candidate for the task to come out of the entire Caribbean region since the time of cholera. Gabo, who had always turned down the requests of political parties and leaders in Colombia to serve as minister, ambassador, or presidential candidate, put on his campaign hat to become a politician in his own way: moving within the circles of political power, controlling and directing it, making decisions without pounding his fist on the table, issuing mandates without a scepter in hand, using his fame in his rounds of glittering social obligations, ferrying proposals from one country to another, as the bearded Commander’s exclusive ambassador-at-large to the world.

Idle contemplator, in these pages you will read about how Fidel was on the brink of his own destruction as he ventured into the political turmoil of Bogotá in 1948, passing close by his future friend in the city streets before they had ever met, and, who knows, maybe even helping him in perhaps the first serious crisis he would face in his life. You will read about a young Colombian journalist’s first trips to Cuba to witness the dawn of an equally young Revolution, his work for the press agency launched by Che Guevara, and his run-ins with communists and Cuban exiles. You will see him attempt to slip through the olive-green bars of paradise, efforts that were futile in the sixties and early seventies but very successful after 1975. You will also listen in on Fidel and Gabo’s first conversations, when love-at-first-sight quickly blossomed into a strong—and by necessity symbiotic—relationship. You will walk through the Caribbean region’s halls of highest political power and watch as control of the Panama Canal changed hands; you’ll witness the birth of the Sandinista movement and observe its military development and triumph; and you’ll learn about the various components driving socialism internationally in the struggle against capitalism. You’ll fly with García Márquez from Spain to France, from Cuba to Colombia, from Panama to Venezuela, from Nicaragua to Europe, and you’ll notice that his new friends are almost all powerful heads of state, while intellectuals and writers are increasingly of less interest to him. You’ll understand why he won the Nobel Prize, wholly deserved, at a very young age, and you’ll find that in the criteria for receiving the Swedish prize, political character is no less important than literary or aesthetic considerations. You will question those who were behind the maneuverings on his behalf for the prize, and you will figure out why they had such an interest in his winning. Later on, you will visit the mansion that Gabo was given in the best neighborhood in Havana as another prize for his commitment to the Revolution and as a token of his friendship with Castro; and you will chat with people who frequently spent time there. You will look on as the Nobel laureate, along with various artists and Cuban political figures, founded the best film school in all of Latin America; you will stroll its grounds, talk to its directors, and even peek into a classroom as García Márquez conducts a seminar or Steven Spielberg delivers a lecture. Finally, you will discover the statements that García Márquez has made in the press about Cuba and its leader, and the articles in which Castro has publicly acknowledged his relationship with Gabo. You will see them photographed together with their arms around each other, attending the Mass given by the Pope in the Plaza of the Revolution, at Marti’s feet. Much of this information comes directly from them: García Márquez has made many statements in interviews and articles about Fidel and his world, Cuban politics and Latin America, and so forth, and Fidel has penned articles on García Márquez and on literature. And we have personally interviewed many of their friends, writers from developing countries, journalists, and European and American politicians. Some of them have given us uncensored anecdotes, lengthy stories, details of demonstrated friendship or reproach, and pointed observations on their personalities. In certain cases, for understandable reasons, some sources have asked to remain anonymous. We have protected their identities, and we have been consistent in all of the notes that accompany the text. We would like to thank all of the people who were interviewed, and all of the people and institutions that have supported us, for their selfless collaboration in our research and for their invaluable assistance.

In his book Y Dios Entró en la Habana, Manuel Vázquez Montalbán says that the relationship between Castro and Gabo is so “human” that “a theory of friendship must be considered.” In the following pages, you will see this theory and its history developed. Gabo, who feels “like a foreigner everywhere else except in the Caribbean,” is the happiest man in the world in Cuba, and he describes the island and its leader as “the land of friendship.” And the only times that he really feels completely like himself are when he is with his friends. He confesses that what makes him happiest is getting an unexpected call from a friend, who’s just calling to ask how he’s doing, and he asserts that he writes to be loved. He has occasionally declared that he needs this feeling so much that he has gotten on a plane and traveled to the other side of the globe just to spend a few hours with a friend. Cuba, his house in Havana, and spending time alone with close friends, all relieve him of his fame, a condition which makes it impossible for him to go unrecognized anywhere on earth. He thinks, perhaps as a way to better understand his friend, that “there’s nothing more similar to the solitude of power than the solitude of fame.” A well-deserved fame that he seems to sometimes tire of, especially when he says things like “I am so goddamn sick of ‘García Márquez’.”

There have always been writers who have tested the durability and sincerity of friendships. One talented Spanish poet, a colleague of ours at the university, dedicated a book to us, emphasizing ironically that we were “colleagues, and, in spite of that, friends.” The most extreme version of this outlook may have been summed up many years ago by another no less ironic Spanish poet, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, who stated: “The day you dine in absolute solitude, you can say: I had dinner with a friend.” The deep mistrust throughout the history of human relationships is bluntly portrayed in the Castilian saying “Don’t have faith in anyone, not even in your father.” Gabo, however, believes that friends are forever. And Fidel has shown that, even if in the past his friendships have not lasted, his relationship with his friend from Colombia has taken giant leaps forward as the years have passed. For his part, García Márquez has said that he will not ever return to Cuba if Fidel dies before him. This relationship brings to mind José Martí, who valued friendship even more than love, and believed that friendship was the truest manifestation of love. Here is his verse:



	Si dicen que del joyero

	If they say from the jewelry chest




	Tome la joya mejor,

	to choose the most precious stone,




	Tomo a un amigo sincero

	I would choose a true friend




	Y pongo a un lado el amor.

	And leave love alone.





This idea didn’t originate with the Cuban poet. Medieval philosophers who studied Aristotle defined the love of friendship as the most pure and most valuable form, since it is characterized by giving without expecting anything in return, doing a favor without needing an expression of gratitude, but with the unspoken understanding that makes it an even exchange—friends don’t need to ask, or to be asked: they just give. Serrat said it better: “What’s mine is yours, what’s yours is ours, and what’s mine is ours.” Fidel, bereft of close friends after the death in 1980 of Celia Sánchez, who was his comrade-in-arms, his secretary, and his lover, found in García Márquez an alter ego, someone he would like to be in another life. Gabo, fascinated by power, with a natural talent for conspiracy, as he freely admits, saw in the Cuban leader an opportunity to develop his political instincts and indulge his obsession. The unbearable lightness of being becomes bearable when friends support each other, like a house of cards. Now let’s catch some flies, idle reader, and turn the page.


PART ONE
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LOVE IN SPRINGTIME


CHAPTER ONE
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GODS AT PLAY

“GABO AND I WERE BOTH IN BOGOTÁ ON THAT SAD April 9, 1948, when Gaitán was killed. We were the same age, twenty-one years old; we witnessed the same events, we were university students studying the same subject: Law. That’s what we thought anyway. Neither of us knew anything about the other. No one knew who we were, we didn’t even know ourselves.

“Almost a half century later, on the eve of a trip to Birán in the Far East, Gabo and I were talking in Cuba, where I was born on the morning of August 13, 1926. Our meeting had the feel of an intimate family get-together, where old memories are shared and colorful stories told, in a gathering with some of Gabo’s friends and some other comrades of the Revolution.”1

And so begins the most literary piece that Fidel Castro has ever written, two months into his seventy-sixth year. It is a short article about his best, and perhaps only, friend, Gabriel García Márquez. Two of the most important personalities in twentieth-century Latin American history were in the same city on one of the worst days that that city, the Colombian capital, had ever experienced since its founding in 1538. Their paths probably crossed, running through the streets in the midst of the chaos, not knowing where they were going or even why they were running. Maybe their eyes met for an instant on a street corner, or maybe they tripped over the same woman struggling to pull herself up off the ground after being knocked down by a boy careening past on a bicycle. The son of the telegraph operator from Aracataca tried to get back to his rented room to at least save manuscripts of the stories he had written the week before. The student from Cuba surmised that it was too late now to meet with the leader Jorge Gaitán again, Colombia’s shining hope, the political figure-of-the-moment who had taken a real interest in the problems of Latin American college students; who had met with student representatives to adopt a unified position in the face of the always conflict-ridden relations between the United States of “North” America and the Disunited States of South America.

* * *

Gabo was born in Aracataca, a small town in the north of Colombia, on March 6, 1927, with the umbilical cord wrapped around his neck, while his mother bled profusely. Doña Luisa Márquez not only survived the birth, but she would go on to bring ten more children into the world. When the next son was born, Gabito was sent to live with his grandparents, and this proved to be a formative experience that would shape his character, as the future Nobel Prize winner developed an avid interest in the stories of political bosses and strongmen, spending hours with his grandfather, hearing about the amazing feats of the men who fought in the civil wars at the dawn of the century. His grandmother, who spent the days singing to herself in a sort of delirium, was a constant target for her grandson’s questions, always wanting to hear stories of the wars:

“Grandma, who is Mambru, and what war was he in?”

And, not having the slightest idea, but with an overactive imagination, she replied calmly: “He was a man who fought with your grandfather in the 1,000 Days’ War.”

As we now know, the Mambru of the old, popular song (the one that Gabo’s grandfather was so fond of singing) is none other than the Duke of Marlborough, and when García Márquez went on to include him as a vibrant character in his novels and stories, he preferred his grandmother’s version to the actual truth. That’s why Marlborough appears disguised as a tiger, losing all of the Colombian civil wars, alongside Colonel Aureliano Buendia.2

When Gabo was seven years old, Nicolas Márquez took his grandson to number 5 San Pedro Alejandrino, in Santa Marta, where Simón Bolívar, the great liberator of America, had died. The grandfather had already told his grandson about this illustrious figure many times. When he was six, Gabito had gazed upon the image of a dead Bolívar on a calendar his grandfather owned. So, while still young enough to play with toy soldiers, the boy’s interest in this and other American leaders grew, characters who would later figure into his novels, stoking his particular fascination with power. He learned to read and write at the Montessori school when he was eight years old, and his teacher, Rosa Elena Fergusson, would be Gabo’s first muse, since he thought that the verses she recited in class, “forever embedded in my brain,” were a direct manifestation of her striking beauty. At nine years of age, while digging through one of his grandparents’ trunks in what would be one of the most pivotal moments of his life, he found an old, tattered book with yellowed pages. At the time, he didn’t know that the book’s title was A Thousand and One Nights, but he began to read, and he felt positively transformed. He said to himself:

I opened it, and I read that there was a guy who opened up a bottle and out flew a genie in a puff of smoke, and I said, “Wow, this is amazing!” This was more fascinating to me than anything else that had happened in my life up to that point: more than playing, more than painting, more than eating, more than everything, and I didn’t lift my nose from the book again.3

Over the next several years, having to support a large number of growing children, the García Márquez family moved often: from Aracataca, to Barranquilla, to Sucre. In 1940, García Márquez returned to Barranquilla to attend the Jesuit school of San Jose, where he wrote his first verses and stories for the magazine Juventud (“youth”)4. Three years later, just before his sixteenth birthday, he had to leave home and find a job to finance his education, since his parents, who by then had eight children, could not afford to feed everyone and also pay for their schooling. He went to Bogotá and felt completely disconsolate in such a faraway, huge, cold city, where no one knew each other and the local customs were so different. He received a scholarship and began studying at the National Boys’ School of Zipaquira, where the bug he had first caught when he opened up A Thousand and One Nights quickly replicated inside of him, until it was a chronic, unstoppable virus. He read and wrote diligently, studying all the classics of Spanish literature. He delighted in his teachers’ sage knowledge and lived an almost monastic existence, spending many hours poring over his books … or staring down at a blank sheet of paper, trying to compose a poem. He fully participated in the school’s literary activities, and in 1944 he wrote his first story. Three years later, Gabo entered law school in Bogotá, a city of 700,000 inhabitants, over 6,500 feet above sea level, similar in many ways to the plains of Spain, with a vibrant cultural life that centered around the downtown cafés. The future Nobel laureate would spend more time at the cafés than attending classes, and he met the most important writers of the day there. He would also discover a few literary jewels: Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, which aggravated the bug for literature even more, prompting him to write stories of his own in a frenzy; classics like Garcilaso, Quevedo, Góngora, Lope de Vega, San Juan de la Cruz; and his own contemporaries like the Generation of 1927 and Neruda. Soon after, his interest would focus almost exclusively on the novel, until he came to believe that his vocation for literature was so strong that he should drop out of law school altogether….

* * *

Fidel Castro grew up in a rural working-class family. In the small town of Birán, near Santiago de Cuba in the far southeast of the island, his childhood playmates were field workers on the sugarcane plantation in Mañacas. Surrounded by nature and animals, Castro explored the forests on horseback, swam in the river, and when he was five years old was enrolled in the small local country school. At six and a half, he was brought to the province’s capital, Santiago de Cuba, to continue his studies in a parochial boarding school. His revolutionary outlook can be traced back to those early childhood years; for when he returned to the plantation, he organized a workers’ strike against his own father, whom he accused of exploitation! For his final years of high school, because of his high grades, his parents enrolled him in the Jesuit school of Belen in Havana, the best school in the country, where Cuba’s aristocracy sent their children. Future conservative political affiliations were often cemented there.

In October 1945, Castro entered the University of Havana to study Law. It would change his life. He had come from an uneventful, tranquil environment, where the only things that mattered were getting a good education and being a good Christian, and now he found himself in a place where the struggle for survival was what counted. The campus was roughly divided into two rival political groups, which exerted effects on the city as a whole through acts of violence and financial influence: the Revolutionary Socialist Movement (Movimiento Socialista Revolucionario, or MSR), headed by the ex-communist Rolando Masferrer, and the Insurrectionist Revolutionary Union (Unión Insurreccional Revolucionaria, or UIR), led by the ex-anarchist Emilio Tro. Fidel was immediately gripped by political ambition, and his goal was to lead the Federation of University Students (Federación Estudiantíl Universitaria, or FEU)—that is, the entity that represented the entire student body—a very coveted position for members of either of the two rival factions. He tried to attract the attention of the leaders of MSR and UIR, aware of the fact that he could not accomplish his objective without the support of some influential group; but by the time he was in his third year, he hadn’t moved beyond the position of vice president for the law school’s own student council. For the next election, he decided to run for president of the FEU, regardless of his affiliation with either of the two parties. He carefully laid the groundwork. He read many of the works of the great Cuban revolutionary and writer José Martí and took from them a very seductive, powerful philosophy, and also a lengthy compilation of facts to bolster his carefully composed speeches. He also began to act outside of the university, organizing demonstrations against Ramón Grau San Martin’s government. “The papers were talking about him,” notes his biographer, Volker Skierka, “sometimes in grandiose terms. A charming, talented speaker, young, tall and athletic, dressed handsomely in double-breasted suits and ties, his black hair slicked back, with his classic Greek profile, at twenty-one years old he cut an impressive figure, the type that mothers of marriageable daughters dream about.”5

But he wasn’t just talk. After a meeting with the president, Castro proposed to his fellow activists the possibility of grabbing the president and throwing him from his balcony in an effort to kill him, which would set off the student revolution in a highly dramatic fashion. Around that time, Castro is alleged to have been involved in three actual assassination attempts: the first in December 1946, when a member of UIR was shot in the lung; the second in February 1948, when Manolo Castro, the national Director of Sports, was shot and killed outside a movie theater; and the third shortly thereafter: a police officer, Oscar Fernandez, was fatally shot outside his home; before taking his last breath, he identified the student leader as the trigger man.6

Castro’s interest in Latin American politics gradually intensified. He aligned himself with a movement for the liberation of Puerto Rico; he traveled to the Dominican Republic in a failed attempt to oust the dictator Rafael Trujillo; and he expressed solidarity with student movements in Argentina, Venezuela, Colombia, and Panama, which were fighting to end colonialism within their countries and stop the infiltration of imperialism from the United States. To that end, he organized a congress of the student assemblies of Latin America in early 1948, to be held in April of that year in the Colombian capital, coinciding with the Ninth Inter-American Summit of Foreign Affairs Ministers, where the creation of the Organization of American States (OAS) would be decided, and where Washington aimed to thwart the “communist threat” under General Marshall’s watchful gaze.

* * *

Playtime was over. The destinies of our two little gods collided in Bogotá on that bloody April 9, 1948. What became known as the “Bogotazo” riots would claim 3,500 lives over the coming days and over 300,000 more in the subsequent fighting in years to come.7 On April 7, Castro met with Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, the popular liberal leader of the opposition in Colombia. In spite of his youth, Gaitán had managed to consolidate the party at a time when the country desperately needed someone to put an end to the climate of violence and oligarchy, and no one doubted that he would win the presidency in the next elections. At his meeting with the student representative from Cuba in his office on Seventh Street, the two had liked one another. Gaitán promised to help Castro and his colleagues secure a location to hold their anti-imperialism conference, and to close the proceedings with a massive public demonstration. They planned to meet again two days later, at two o’clock in the afternoon, to finalize the details. Shortly before that, as Fidel and his friends wandered around the neighborhood, waiting for the appointed time, a lone, deranged gunman, Juan Roa Sierra, shot the presidential candidate at point-blank range. As Gaitán stepped out of his office at 14-55 Seventh Street, between Jimenez de Quesada Avenue and Fourteenth Avenue, he was shot three times: in the brain, the lungs, and the liver. Three bullets ended the life of the great hope of Colombia, marked the beginning of one of the darkest eras of the country’s history, and sparked a civil war that would drag on for decades.

At that very moment, in a rooming house for low-income students on Eighth Street, very close to the scene of the assassination, second-year law student Gabriel García Márquez was about to have lunch. His watch read five minutes after one. He knew what had happened immediately. Gabo and his friends ran to where Gaitán had collapsed bleeding on the sidewalk. By the time they got there, Gaitán had already been taken to the Central Clinic, where he would die within a few minutes. Confused by the growing chaos, the students lingered in the area for a little while, trying to make sense of the street disturbances erupting around them and the shouts and screaming, growing louder. The city was burning. They decided to go back to their rooming house. As they rounded the corner and crossed their street, they discovered the worst: their house was on fire, too. They couldn’t go in and rescue their personal belongings. Clothes, furniture, books, everything would be reduced to ashes. Gabo tried to run into the inferno, but his friends held him back. His desperation stemmed from the imminent loss of his most treasured possessions: the manuscripts of the stories he was writing, especially “The Story of the Faun on the Streetcar,” and the pieces that had already been published in El Espectador.8 Luis Villar Borda, a friend from the literary scene, ran into Gabo at around four o’clock that afternoon at the intersection of Jimenez de Quesada Avenue and Eighth Street. Dasso Saldívar describes the encounter:

Coming upon his friend in such a disoriented state, on the verge of tears, made quite an impression on Villar Borda, since over the past year, seeing him at university functions and lecture halls, Gabriel had never displayed any passion at all for anything political, much less for bipartisan national politics in particular…. So, finding him so out of sorts, he said, puzzled,

“Gabriel, I didn’t know you were such a Gaitánist!”

Then Gabriel replied, his voice breaking, “No, what are you talking about, it’s that my stories burned!”9

Gabo made one last desperate attempt: to save the typewriter that must have still been at the pawn shop. He had recently left it there as a guarantee, to get some cash to pay off some debts and bills. Seeing how Seventh Street and its cross streets were engulfed in flames, his brother Luis Enrique and he had the same premonition. Gabo recalls in his memoirs:

Enraged crowds, armed with machetes and all kinds of sharp tools looted from hardware stores, destroyed the shops on Seventh Street and its cross-streets and set them on fire, with the help of mounted police. One look was enough to convince us that the situation was out of control. My brother read my mind when he shouted:

“Shit, the typewriter!”

We ran to the pawn shop, which was still intact, with the iron gates locked up tight, but the typewriter wasn’t where it always had been. We weren’t worried, assuming that we could get it back after all this was over, not having realized yet that that terrible disaster would never be over.10

Fidel Castro, Alfredo Guevara, and the rest of the student delegates who had left their hotel to meet with the liberal leader watched people running by, shouting “They killed Gaitán!” Thirty-three years later, Fidel recounted in an interview with Arturo Alape the things that struck him most about those days: crowds of furious, indignant people running around, committing acts of violence with total abandon. They smashed windows, looted stores, destroyed public and private property. The mob reached the plaza in front of Parliament; hundreds of people crowded in front of the door, while a man futilely tried to address the throng from a balcony. The police could not contain the mob, which broke into the government building and proceeded to destroy everything in its path, heaving desks and chairs out of the windows. Fidel instinctively joined up with the group of insurrectionists running through the streets, one more revolutionary; he dashed into the third division police headquarters, making off with a shotgun, fourteen bullets, boots, and a police captain’s hat before heading out to war.11 Eventually, Castro came to the conclusion that this was not a revolution, but a riot. When he joined his friends again, he learned that the police were looking for him because it was the Cuban communists who had provoked Gaitán’s death and the insurrection.12 In light of the situation, they decided to go to the Cuban embassy and stay there, to avoid any further trouble in the midst of the increasingly chaotic uprising.

A few years ago, together with his close friend Gabriel García Márquez, the Cuban leader recounted the dramatic twists and turns of those unforgettable, hair-raising days. Both have stated on numerous occasions that their friendship began for literary reasons. Fate coincided with history on April 9, 1948; a typewriter, a simple machine made of metal and plastic that can transport you to heaven through transcendent writings inspired by the muses, was the catalyst of their union—if not in actual terms, at least in an imagined, fantastic, magical way, as real things often are in the Caribbean. Fidel recalls this conversation with Gabo:

While I stood there watching, perplexed, the people dragged the assassin through the streets, mobs set fire to shops, offices, movie theaters, and apartment buildings. Some people were hauling around pianos and armoires on wheels. Someone shattered glass. Others defaced signs and marquees. The most vocal unleashed their frustration by shouting from the street corners, garden terraces, and smoky buildings. One man vented his fury by attacking a typewriter, beating it, and then to save himself the laborious effort, he threw it up into the air, and it smashed to bits when it hit the pavement.

As I spoke, Gabo listened, probably confirming to himself the certainty that in Latin America and the Caribbean, writers don’t have to make very much up, because reality is more interesting than anything you could imagine, and maybe the challenge is to make that incredible reality believable. As I was finishing telling my story, I knew that Gabo had been there too, and the coincidence was very telling, maybe we had run through the same streets and witnessed the same harrowing events, which had made me just one more character in that suddenly roiling mob. I asked the question with my usual dispassionate curiosity:

“And what were you doing during the Bogotazo?”

And he, calmly, entrenched within his vibrant, provocative, exceptional imagination, answered simply, smiling, ingenious with his natural use of metaphor:

“Fidel, I was that man with the typewriter.”13


CHAPTER TWO
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IF THE RIGHT TO KNOW IS NOT A RIGHT, THEN IT MUST BE A LEFT

THE WIZARD OF MACONDO HAS BEEN KNOWN TO SAY ON OCCASION that while his political convictions are firm and unchanging, his literary convictions fluctuate somewhat. There are no formulas or absolute truths in literature, but in politics, there are principles, and those took root at the deepest levels of Gabo’s consciousness from a very young age. García Márquez freely acknowledges that the stories his grandfather, a liberal colonel, told him about the Colombian civil war; about the vicious massacre of the banana workers on strike in 1928; and about other political, sometimes cruel, events in Colombia’s history, could have influenced him from earliest childhood.1 Still, the first inklings of his interest in politics can be more directly traced to his elementary school days in Zipaquirá, where some of his teachers had received a Marxist education at the Escuela Normal during the years the Leftist president Alfonso Lopez had been in power: “At that school, the algebra teacher taught us about the history of materialism; the chemistry teacher gave us books on Lenin; and the history teacher lectured us on class struggles. By the time I got out of that cold dungeon, I didn’t know north from south, but I had two very strong convictions: that good novels should be a poetic translation of reality, and that humanity’s destiny in the near future was socialism.”2 He further stated, in his conversation with Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza: “I want the world to be socialist, and I believe that sooner or later it will be.”3

His contacts with communism have always been tangential. He attended a few meetings of a communist cell when he was twenty-two years old, but he never became a sympathizer of the party. He had a highly variable, sometimes conflictive relationship with the communists, but he never openly criticized or denounced them. During an interview in 1983, after making some comments about the United States, Gabo challenged his interviewer:

I notice you haven’t asked me the one question all interviewers start with.

What question is that?

You haven’t asked me if I’m a communist.

Okay. Are you a communist?

Of course not. I am not, and have never been. Nor have I belonged to any political party.4

In another, earlier conversation, his position on communism is clear, especially with respect to the situation in Cuba and Latin America: “The old communist parties are made up of honorable, chaste men, sterilized by dogma and coddled by a revered Soviet mother, who is now more interested in making shrewd business deals than in sponsoring the revolution. This is clear in Latin America. Aside from the economic aid that it has given to Cuba, which has been very substantial, the Soviet Union has had no qualms about negotiating with the most reactionary regimes on the continent, with no regard for politics.”5

After his trip touring the communist countries in the late 1950s (Poland and Czechoslovakia in 1955, and later East Germany, the USSR, and Hungary), he wrote a series of articles titled “The Iron Curtain” where he expressed his “disapproval of what has happened there.”6 He traveled with Apuleyo Mendoza and his sister Soledad. The three returned completely disillusioned. The socialism they had seen there had nothing to do with the socialism that they followed. It was almost an antithesis of Marxist ideas. They could only conclude that the “real socialism” exported by the Soviets did not work. In fact, it strangled the countries where it had been installed by force. Referring to his writings, García Márquez remarked, “The central premise of these articles is that within the so-called popular democracies, there wasn’t authentic socialism, and there never will be, following that path, because the dominant system had not been based on the particular conditions of each country. It was a system imposed from the outside by the Soviet Union, through local communist parties, dogmatic and unimaginative, which couldn’t conceive of doing anything except forcing the Soviet system onto a reality that it didn’t fit.”7

Gabo understands socialism to mean a system of “progress, liberty, and relative equality”8 where to know is not only a right, it is a left, as the popular Cuban singer-songwriter Silvio Rodriguez suggests in his song “Escaramujo.”9 “I spend my life questioning, knowing the answers can’t be a luxury,” the song says. And the writer from Colombia seemed to be very sure that this open character of informed socialism, far from the rigid dogma typical of the Soviet Union, would be a valid, workable system for Latin America in the future. In 1971, he affirmed his aversion for Soviet-style socialism, and also his faith in the success of a form of socialism suitable for his continent: “These unscrupulous transactions are only symptoms of a system that resembles socialism less and less. But in spite of this, I continue to believe that socialism is a real possibility, that it is the right solution for Latin America, and that there needs to be a more active level of militancy.”10 One of his first experiences of open engagement with the Leftist world would be his trip to Cuba in 1959, which was preceded by a few articles in which he praised the young lawyer Fidel Castro’s efforts to overthrow the Batista regime, the springtime of a love that would not be consummated until autumn.

THE TRUTH BEHIND “OPERATION TRUTH”

In the earliest stirrings of the Revolution, the name of one Cuban rebel in particular began to circulate around the world. García Márquez had also heard of Fidel Castro. In 1955, in Paris, the Cuban poet Nicolás Guillén met with Gabo and Mendoza and told them that “a guy half out of his mind”11 was trying to overthrow the Batista government, and that he was the only hope his native country had for a better way of life.

Mendoza and García Márquez were always interested in hearing about what was happening on the Caribbean island. They listened to Radio Rebelde, the voice of the Cuban opposition, every day, and read everything they could about “The Queen of the Caribbean.” In 1957, in his piece “Cuando era feliz e indocumentado,” García Márquez refers to that lawyer and his group of rebel fighters, and in February 1958 he wrote an article titled “Pedro Infante’s Out. Batista Stays,” where he alludes to the guerrilla struggle of the barbudos (bearded ones) as “problems in maintaining public order in the Western province,”12 which were beginning to pull the rug out from under Batista. Soon after, Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza interviewed Manuel Urrutia, who had been appointed provisional president of the future revolutionary government, and García Márquez published an article on Emma Castro, the Cuban leader’s sister. In that interview, Emma exalted her brother as Cuban to the core, regardless of bloodlines, and García Márquez implied solidarity and sympathy for the guerrillas and for Cuba in general, presenting a human image of their leader, untainted by the publicity coverage. He pointed out Castro’s culinary talents, especially the spaghetti that he cooked for his fellow inmates in prison, and highlighted his charming, animated conversation; his willingness to listen; his leadership skills as demonstrated at the university; and his dedication to his studies, especially at exam time: “After learning everything on every page of a book, he would rip out the pages and destroy them, burning the pages. He knew that he absolutely could not forget what he had learned, since he had eliminated the possibility of going back.”13 Then Emma gave a brief family history, revealing that Fidel was very athletic; he was also absent-minded and would lose his books all the time, except the ones written by Martí. She pointed out her brother’s skill in handling firearms, his love of hunting, his rebellious streak, and how his parents had suspected that their son was already involved in the student revolution against Batista before he had told them. After summarizing what he knew about Fidel’s experience in the “Bogotazo” of 1948, Gabo expressed solidarity with the Cuban’s mission, before describing what had become of each of the revolutionary’s family members since he had picked up arms:

One of Fidel’s great accomplishments is that he was able to bring together the 150,000 Cubans who supported the revolution from the United States. He inspired them with his announcement to the people of Cuba: “Before the end of the year, I will land on the island.” In less than one month, he raised $160,000, traveled to Cayo Hueso and then to Mexico, where his brother Raúl put him in contact with the Cuban leaders of the movement in exile.14

This article, while very positive in tone, was nevertheless, according to Fidel, strictly informative. Over time, he would remark to Gabo that his first writings about Cuba and the revolution were not completely committed to the cause, and that he had essentially been watching the bulls from the grandstands. Within a few months, Batista had to flee the country, and the trials for the captured members of his government began. To demonstrate that these were war criminals, and not simply followers of the ousted dictator, as they were portrayed in the United States press, Fidel Castro organized “Operation Truth” and invited journalists from around the world to attend the public trials, which took place in the sports stadium in Havana.

On January 19, 1959, García Márquez and Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza traveled to Cuba. They had their first contacts with Castro during that trip. Plinio told us that, although Castro doesn’t remember, in those days they spoke with the guerrilla commander for the first time. They had just arrived at the airport in Camagüey—they both must have looked exhausted—when Fidel appeared. He looked at Gabo and asked “Have you eaten?,” showing an interest in making sure they were comfortable during their stay on the island. Then they immediately attended the trial of Jesús Sosa Blanco, a colonel of Batista’s army, accused of murdering various locals from a small rural area known as El Oro de Guisa who had supported the rebel army. He was sentenced to death. His wife and children asked many of the journalists to sign a document requesting a revised sentence. Plinio and Gabo signed it, but the petition was ignored. In any case, both were confident that the trial and sentence had been just, even though the political immaturity of the new Cuban government could have invalidated the result, or at least made it open to debate. When they returned to Colombia a few days later, the two friends were already a part of a group of intellectuals that were supportive of the Cuban Revolution. They had been fascinated by the triumph of the people, the charisma of their leader, the exuberant happiness shown by the blacks, whites, mulattos, guajiros, Havanans, the old and young alike; everyone, except Batista, until he departed on December 31, 1958. Ana Belén should have sung her song then, instead of thirty years later:



	Existe un país en los trópicos

	There’s a country in the tropics




	Donde el sol es un sol de verdad,

	Where the sun is very strong




	Y a la sombra de bosques exóticos

	And in the shade of exotic jungles




	Imagínate lo bien que se está.

	Imagine how great it must be.




	Los locos que el mundo no traga

	The misfits that the world won’t accept




	Nos juntamos al anochecer

	We come together at dawn




	Dando vueltas a un sueño probable,

	Spinning dreams that could come true,




	A un amor que no ha podido ser.

	A love that might have been.




	Y mientras el mundo se queda

	And while the world moves




	Transitando por la misma vía,

	In the same orbit as always




	Aquí estamos, rueda que te rueda,

	Here we are, spinning round you,




	Ahuyentando la melancolía.

	Warding off sadness.




	Cazamos al vuelo las lágrimas,

	We catch tears in mid-air,




	Las bebemos con vino y con miel,

	We drink them with wine and honey,




	Y aprendemos la risa del cómico

	We learn to laugh like a clown




	Y salvamos así la piel.

	And save our skins that way.15





THE SECOND OPERATION: THE LATIN PRESS (PRELA)

Soon after the Revolution erupted, a press agency was formed, called Prensa Latina, that would focus on events in Cuba. Jorge Ricardo Masetti, an Argentinian journalist, had commented on the rumors perpetuated by the media in the United States during a television interview: “Yes, this shows that the North American press agencies have a monopoly on information, and Latin America doesn’t have any chance of replicating it because there is no Latin American news agency.”16 This observation was the catalyst for Prensa Latina (“Prela,” as its members would later call it). After hearing Masetti on television, Che Guevara, who was a very close friend of his, called him up with a proposal. They had met in the Sierra Maestra; Masetti was the reporter who had interviewed Guevara and, since their very first conversation, they had begun a relationship that was far beyond merely cordial. Che suggested forming a press agency, promising to help make all the necessary arrangements to get it off the ground. When he said that one of the main objectives would be to counteract the imperialist propaganda spouted by the international agencies, especially the agencies in the United States, Masetti, thrilled, accepted the suggestion immediately.

One day, Apuleyo Mendoza happened to meet a Mexican man who was looking for a Colombian with some journalism experience to open a satellite office of Prela in Bogota. Apuleyo accepted, but with the condition that he would be allowed to hire another Colombian colleague to be the editor, receiving the same salary that he would get as the director. And that was how García Márquez moved with his whole family to Bogotá, to begin this exciting work with his friend. It was a double assignment: to objectively cover the situation in Colombia, and to report news from Cuba at the same time. His job consisted of writing and sending news stories to Cuba. It was the first real political journalism that García Márquez had ever done. In January 1960, the two friends launched a magazine, Acción Liberal (Liberal Action), where they were co-directors. It was to be a tri-monthly publication, in solidarity with Cuba, which aimed to combat the “official truths.” It worked in tandem with Prela, and they had a passionate interest in it, but few issues were ever published.

Masetti traveled often, to personally meet his collaborators in other countries and to give them instructions. One day, he arrived in Bogotá and met the two friends. They had already been working for Prela for almost a year in the capital of Colombia. Masetti informed them that one of the two would have to leave the agency there, because journalists were needed in other places. So, in mid-1960, García Márquez moved to the office in Havana, to undergo intensive training so that he could then open up a new branch office in another location. During that stay, he met Fidel Castro for the second time. His first trip to the island in 1959 had been very brief, and there hadn’t been enough time to fully process everything that was happening. This second stay in Havana was longer, but he still wasn’t able to really explore the capital. He said later, “You know, fifteen days after the triumph of the Revolution, I was in Cuba. I was at ‘Operation Truth.’ Then I went to work in Bogotá, at the Prensa Latina office. In mid-1960 I returned to Havana. I worked there for six months, and I’ll tell you what I got to see of Cuba: I saw the fifth floor of the Retiro Medico building, where the Prensa Latina offices were; I got to know the elevator of the Retiro Medico building; I had a partial view of the Rampa, and the Indochina store that was on the corner; I got to know an elevator on another side of the building that went up to the twentieth floor, where I lived with Aroldo Wall. Oh yeah! I also developed a familiarity with the Maracas restaurant, where we would eat, a block and a half away. We worked every single minute of the day and night. I said to Masetti: ‘If anything’s going to sink this Revolution, it’s going to be the light bill.’”17

Angel Augier, a Cuban poet and journalist, told us in November 2002 that he had had a great relationship with Gabo when he was in Havana during those months in 1960, since Augier was also working for Prela. The Cuban poet always edited Gabo’s writings, correcting the spelling that to this day continues to be a sore spot for the Colombian. Spelling is such a weak point that in 1997, the Nobel laureate even proposed retiring it (jubilarla) in a speech at an academic meeting in Mexico.18 Augier was implacable, especially with regard to certain grammatical forms. During a visit Gabo paid to the nonagenarian in his house in Havana in the summer of 2001, he reminded Augier, “Your pencil was devastating. You were always taking away my gerunds in particular, which we Latin Americans are so fond of using.”19

He met Rodolfo Walsh there, an author who he had always admired: Walsh was responsible for the agency’s Special Services. Masetti, García Márquez, and Walsh quickly became close friends. They lived together during one of the happiest periods of their lives. Through an extraordinary coincidence, Masetti had stumbled across a coded message from the CIA. He gave it to Walsh, who succeeded in decoding it. It was about preparations for the Bay of Pigs invasion (Playa Giron, as it is known in Cuba). They came up with a plan to surprise the Americans, but the government told them that it already had its own plan. In spite of that rebuff, it was an unforgettable event in the lives of the three journalists, which Gabo would later immortalize in his “Recuerdos de periodista,” published on December 16, 1981.20

After six months of training, Masetti sent García Márquez to Canada to open a new office there. First, he went to New York in early 1961, to apply for visas for himself and his family, but they were denied. For García Márquez, those months in New York were agonizing: “I stayed in New York, waiting for a visa to go to Canada. But I never got to Canada. And then … when was the Bay of Pigs? ’60 or ’61? April ’61. In April of ’61, I was in the worst place you could possibly be; because if I had been here or in Giron, fighting or not, I would have been much safer than in the Latin Press office in New York, where we were practically surrounded by gusanos [counterrevolutionary worms], who believed that they had already finished with this. We couldn’t be armed because the police would have been all over us for having weapons. And if we didn’t have any weapons, the gusanos would be all over us. We had some nails and pieces of pipe. Basically, [it was] the worst possible place to be at the time.”21

In the United States, anti-Castro sentiment and the number of Cuban exiles continued to grow. For the Prela journalists, the danger was mounting. One day, someone whispered in García Márquez’s ear, like something out of a movie about gangland Chicago in the thirties, that if he wanted his family and himself to be safe, he had better leave town. In spite of the threats, he continued working. This would, unfortunately, eventually result in his resignation, prompted by the other side, the communists in Cuba, where the influence of the Soviet Union was becoming increasingly prominent. A sect of communists and their leader, Anibal Escalante, were successfully insinuating themselves into certain areas of Cuban politics, gradually becoming virtually omnipresent. They understood very clearly that Masetti, Walsh, García Márquez, and Mendoza, as Leftist as they were, would never be members of their sectarian group. A pronounced hostility between the Prela journalists and these communists developed, as they gradually came to exert increasing control over Prela. Masetti tried to elicit some support from Che Guevara or Fidel Castro to remedy the situation, but with no success. García Márquez resigned. The others followed their director out the door. This was a crushing blow to Guevara, because in a sense Prela was his baby, and also because its demise was proof that there were factions within the Leftist Cuban Revolution, and the unity of the project begun in the Sierra Maestra could crumble.

After those months in New York, García Márquez went to Mexico with his family, without having set foot in Canada. A few years after García Márquez left Prela, Masetti and Walsh were assassinated by their own country’s military government in Argentina. During the time that García Márquez worked for Prela, he met Fidel Castro on various occasions, but their real friendship did not begin in that period.

At present, nothing remains of Prela. The communists, of the mindset that knowing is perhaps a right, but certainly not a left, destroyed everything related to Masetti’s organization, and, sadly, a very important part of García Márquez’s journalism would be lost forever, as was a part of the history of the Revolution’s beginnings.

EARS OF THE WOLF

Gabo hadn’t just lost a job, sending him plummeting into another period of financial instability. He also lost, and this is much more important, all contact with the Revolution. The doors of Cuba—or, more accurately, the ports of Cuba—remained closed, and García Márquez wouldn’t set foot on Cuban soil again until 1975. The Prela situation not only did not play out in his favor, it would result in notoriety for the Colombian, rather than public adoration. In those years, he mainly lived in Mexico, and he published La mala hora (The Evil Hour) (1962). He began to work on screenplays, and, most notably, he locked himself up for eighteen months to write One Hundred Years of Solitude, which was published in 1967. While he wrote the novel, he told his friend Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza: “I’ll have a big hit with this one or I’ll lose my mind.”22

Meanwhile, as Castro’s Cuba began to mold itself into a socialist schematic, the first rifts between the intellectuals and those in power became apparent. The wolf pricked up its ears. The Revolution—which had promised a new life, far from the former dictatorship, which would respect fundamental human rights and promote democracy and freedom—very quickly began to act like a despotic regime. In June 1961, various writers and artists were summoned before the Tribunal in Havana to give their opinion on the magazine Lunes. In that magazine, Nestor Almendros, a cinematographer, had defended the film P.M., directed by Saba Cabrera, the brother of Guillermo Cabrera Infante, which had been banned from Cuba for portraying Cuban nightlife instead of promoting revolutionary values,23 when the real serious issue at the time was the Bay of Pigs.

Many of the intellectuals summoned defended the magazine and freedom of expression in general. Fidel Castro cut them off, giving the intellectuals a long lecture. He made a distinction between form and content. Regarding form, there was complete freedom; there were no restrictions. But that wasn’t the case when it came to content: “For the Revolution, everything; against the Revolution, nothing.” This was the key phrase of the speech, that none of the intellectuals present would ever forget. But, who would decide what was for the Revolution and what was against it? From that moment on, the intellectuals in Cuba began to censor themselves to avoid being exiled, imprisoned, or worse. In 1987, during another speech, Fidel Castro announced that from then on, the Revolution would have freedom of content too. Unfortunately, although there is more flexibility as this book is written, complete freedom of expression in Cuba remains elusive.

In 1968, the incident that would be the first serious indication of the dictatorship would take place: the Padilla case. This will be discussed in the next chapter. That was also the year the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia, with the approval, support, and encouragement of Fidel Castro. At that moment, the wolf was all ears. Springtime in Prague. Although most Cubans assumed that Fidel Castro would condemn the Soviet invasion with tanks from the Warsaw Pact, he gave it his blessing, to the great surprise of many, including García Márquez: “To me,” he said, “the world fell in on me, but now I think that we all go through the same thing: we come to the clear realization that we are caught between two imperialist states equally cruel and insatiable, and in a way this is liberating to the conscience.”24

In an interview with Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza, he explains his position and contrasts it with Fidel’s, as he tries to comprehend his friend’s view while not sharing it: “[My position] was public, and one of protest, and if the same situation came up again, it wouldn’t change. The only difference between my position and Fidel Castro’s (since we don’t have to always agree about everything) is that he ended up justifying the Soviet intervention, and I never will. But the analysis that he gave in his speeches on the internal situation of the popular democracies was much more critical and dramatic than anything I said in the travel pieces we were just talking about. In any case, the destiny of Latin America was not determined, and it won’t be determined, in Hungary, Poland, or Czechoslovakia, it will only be determined in Latin America. Everything else is a European obsession, and that includes some of your questions on politics.”25

This and other factors would definitely produce a certain wariness of the supreme leader on the writer’s part during those years. The wolves sized each other up, marked their territories, adjusted their positions, and made their moves. Gabo would soon go from being a sometime journalist to a living symbol of magical realism, and his writing would become the paradigm of the wonderful literature written in Spanish in Latin America. For Cuba, he would have to wait just a little longer. Nothing comes without a price. And Fidel doesn’t give anything away. There may be a right to know, but acting on that knowledge can only be a left.
 

CHAPTER THREE

[image: image]

FADE TO BLACK: THE PADILLA CASE

BY 1968, GABO’S LIFE HAD CHANGED DRASTICALLY. THE YEAR before, his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude had circled the globe in many languages. It was a far cry from the hardscrabble days of his youth, when he’d had to sleep in a different room every night in a certain fleabag hotel, in whichever bed the whores didn’t happen to be using, in exchange for manuscripts of stories as payment when he didn’t have any cash. It was quite a switch from the time he spent in Paris in the mid-fifties, when he had had to beg for change in the Métro and spend the cold winter nights on a park bench or huddled over a grating in a station, trying to dodge the police, who always mistook him for an Algerian. The last two years of struggle were still not far behind in Gabo’s memory, right up until the publication of his novel. Between the dawn of the sixties and 1965, he hadn’t written one word of fiction; and during that year, on a trip to Acapulco with his wife, he had suddenly stopped the car and said: “Mercedes, I’ve found the voice! I’m going to narrate the story in the same style my grandmother would use to tell me her incredible tales, starting with the day when the father takes his son to see the ice!”1

That year, there would barely be any vacation. Back in Colombia, García Márquez scraped together $5,000 (savings, proceeds from selling the car, and loans from friends, especially Álvaro Mutis) and shut himself away for fourteen months to write the story of the Buendia family and Macondo. Mercedes had to make lace to barter for meat from the butcher and bread from the bakery, and to placate the landlord while they were nine months behind in the rent. By the end of this period, their total household debt had climbed to over $10,000. But all that ended when the novel was published. From that point on, not only were his financial troubles gone forever, but García Márquez would also be able to navigate much more easily through the treacherous waters of the Latin American political scene. Among other things, he decided to commit himself more fully to the Cuban Revolution. His motivation was clear: Gabo firmly believed that Cuba’s leader was different from the typical bosses, heroes, dictators, and thugs that had figured so prominently in Latin American history since the nineteenth century, and he sensed that the Revolution, still young, could only bear fruit in the rest of the countries in Latin America through his involvement. His political conviction stemmed from the belief that, in time, the entire world would be socialist, in spite of capitalism’s advances in North America and Western Europe.

The year 1968 marked a milestone in Cuba’s history. It was the year of the Warsaw Pact’s intervention in Czechoslovakia and the beginning of the Padilla case. It was a convulsive time in Western society in general, since it also witnessed the start of student movements, touching off a general crisis in the universities. Protest songs were popularized as the Vietnam War intensified (and would last until 1975), and Che Guevara no longer lived to tell the tale. Against that backdrop, an event that initially seemed unremarkable within Cuban cultural politics would shake the Castrist monolith to its very core and would force García Márquez to pick a side in the Revolution.

THE CASE AGAINST PADILLA: A LOOK AT LATIN AMERICAN “INTELLIGENCE”

Taking into account all of the events of those years is necessary for fully understanding the sea change in how Latin American and European intellectuals viewed the Cuban Revolution and its leader. In 1968, Fuera del juego, a collection of poems by Heberto Padilla, won the Julian del Casal prize in poetry. The prize jury was made up of three Cubans—José Lezama Lima, José Z. Tallet, Manuel Díaz Martínez—and two foreigners: the Englishman J. M. Cohen and the Peruvian Cesar Calvo. Shortly before that, Padilla had harshly criticized the book Pasión de Urbino by the Cuban writer Lisandro Otero, in a piece published in the magazine El Caimán Barbudo. In 1964, Otero had hoped his book would win the Biblioteca Breve prize sponsored by the Spanish publishing house Seix Barral, but Guillermo Cabrera Infante had won with his book Tres Tristes Tigres. In his article, Padilla stated that it was a shame that, for political reasons, one couldn’t discuss a novel of such high literary merit as Cabrera Infante’s in Cuba, while a book as mediocre as Otero’s would receive so much attention, since its author was then the Vice President of the National Council of Culture. Padilla concluded: “In Cuba, a writer can’t openly criticize a novelist/Vice president without suffering the attacks of the writer/director and the poets/editors hiding behind the faceless label The Editors.”2
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