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  ‘I hope to God you know what you are doing there. Oh, I know your motives are good, they always are . . . I wish sometimes you had a few bad
  motives, you might understand a little more about human beings. And that applies to your country, too, Pyle.’

   

  Graham Greene, The Quiet American, 1955

  In our countries, people like voodoo practitioners and cannibals are as potent in affairs of state as any trained diplomat. They know how to fight and survive in our political
  jungles. Outsiders – like the Central Intelligence Agency, with all its trained personnel, equipment and lavish budget – do not.

   

  Arturo Espaillat, former Director of Intelligence, Dominican Republic, 1963

  




  THE SECRET WAR

  The plot was aimed at New York: the most famous city in the richest nation on earth, and the most sought-after prize for any anti-American terrorist. Reports said it was put
  into motion by a cell of fanatical young men, who saw the United States, with its interventionist foreign policy, as the world’s oppressor.

  A series of sensational attacks had been planned to hit almost simultaneously across the north-eastern United States, with vast and indiscriminate loss of life. The targets were chosen because
  they were symbols of American wealth or the American military. New York was going to burn, and the world was going to watch.

  That morning, New York was saved. The date was 17 November 1962. The fanatical young men were Cubans. They had planned to bomb Macy’s, Gimbels and Bloomingdale’s department stores
  during the Christmas rush and, simultaneously, to hit military installations and oil refineries. It was announced to the press that agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation picked them up just
  in time, mostly from a costume-jewellery business, and also broke up what it claimed was a ‘sabotage school’ run by Cubans who had been linked to their country’s representation at
  the United Nations. From Washington, Attorney-General Robert F. Kennedy issued a statement praising the FBI. From Havana, Prime Minister Fidel Castro claimed that the arrests were ‘without
  foundation’.1

  History has few perfect parallels. On 11 September 2001, when a different group of anti-American fanatics did pull off an even more dramatic act of terror in New York City,
  there were plenty of differences between their fundamentalist Islamic ideas and those of the Cuban communists forty years before. But 17 November, coming just a fortnight after the Soviets had
  agreed to remove missiles from Cuba, had some similar themes. The United States’ attempts to promote its own brand of freedom, democracy and free-market capitalism had offended third-world
  ideologies. They rallied round an icon of anti-Americanism – in 2001, Osama bin Laden; in 1962, Fidel Castro. Both men were the sons of privileged families. Both became revolutionaries. Both
  drew their strength from their oppositional position to what is sometimes (and not only by its critics) called the American empire, though others prefer the term American hegemony: the political
  ambitions, military adventures, and economic programmes of the United States abroad. Both of their movements – fundamentalist Islam and communism – served the same purpose in a crude
  but effective type of American domestic politics. They could be portrayed simply and powerfully as an ultimate evil bent on the destruction of the United States. Against them, the nation could be
  rallied.

  On that basis, both attacks would attract the attention of conspiracy theorists, some of whom asked whether the impression made on the general public was so beneficial to the American
  government’s aims that it might have staged the attack itself. In the case of 17 November, the shocking thing is that the conspiracy theorists may well have been right. The Joint Chiefs of
  Staff had suggested in March 1962 that they could stage a terrorist campaign in Miami and Washington, and blame it on the Cuban government. There is no question that they were prepared to kill
  civilians in the process. Ideas put on paper included sinking boats full of real refugees fleeing from Cuba to Florida, and attempting to assassinate Cuban exiles. ‘Exploding a few plastic
  bombs in carefully chosen spots, the arrest of Cuban agents and the release of prepared documents substantiating Cuban involvement also would be helpful’, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs
  wrote.2 Repeatedly, Robert Kennedy himself suggested staging terrorist attacks on American military and diplomatic bases in Cuba
  and the Dominican Republic, and claiming that they were the work of Fidel Castro, to justify an all-out invasion of the sovereign state of Cuba.3 As
  these plots have come to light, it has looked increasingly like the official story of the supposedly ‘Cuban’ attempted bombing of New York cannot be taken at face value. The question
  that must be asked about 1962 is not whether it is feasible that the government of the United States might have resorted to such techniques – evidently, it might – but what could have
  been going on among the palm trees on a couple of islands in the Caribbean to provoke a superpower to such extreme action.

  In October 1962, John F. Kennedy and Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev would take their nations to the brink of a nuclear holocaust, a war of unimaginable destruction. The crisis was provoked by a
  band of bearded guerrillas, mostly in their twenties and early thirties. Two and a half years earlier, these guerrillas had improbably assumed control of a modestly sized island, previously notable
  in the American consciousness for cocktails, casinos and pretty girls. They had allowed the Soviet Union to place nuclear warheads within striking distance of Washington, DC. Never in its history
  had the United States been so threatened. Never had the world come closer to nuclear war.

  For thirteen days, the possibility that the world might end veered terrifyingly close. The bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of World War II had shown all too clearly what nuclear
  war looked like. A blinding flash of white light. Then the slow, ominous billowing of a mushroom cloud. For miles around, buildings, trees, all structures flattened into rubble. Close to the centre
  of the blast, nothing remains but the shadows of human forms, their entire living bodies incinerated in a second by a flash of intense heat. Tens of thousands die instantly. Further away, victims
  are blinded, scorched and have the skin ripped off their flesh. In the weeks that follow, those who were close to the blast develop radiation sickness. They cannot eat. They bleed internally. Their
  hair falls out in clumps. Tens of thousands more die. In the years afterwards, survivors experience high rates of leukaemia and cancers of the organs. The total killed by the bombing of Hiroshima
  and Nagasaki is estimated at between 150,000 and 400,000.

  These two bombs – the Little Boy at Hiroshima, and the Fat Man at Nagasaki – were considered to have been relatively inefficient. By 1962, the Soviet nuclear
  arsenal in Cuba alone was thousands of times more powerful than the Little Boy or the Fat Man. The American nuclear weapons ranged against the Soviet Union in Europe and on the mainland of the
  United States were more powerful still. If even a small number of these instruments of death was used, it is no exaggeration to estimate that millions would die, millions more would suffer, and the
  world would never be the same again.

  In Cuba, parents rubbed olive oil into their children’s skin, believing it would repel napalm. In Texas and Virginia, gun stores sold out of rifles – bought not to fight invading
  Soviets, but to defend rural properties against potential refugees from bombed cities. In London, Trafalgar Square filled up with demonstrators shouting ‘Hands off Cuba!’ Police
  manhandled them into vans. In Chile and Bolivia, there were riots. In Venezuela, saboteurs blew up an American oil pipeline. In Prague, demonstrators smashed the windows of the American embassy.
  Shops across the Soviet Bloc ran out of salt and cooking fat, as people panic-bought supplies for a nuclear winter. Housewives at the American military base at Guantánamo Bay, in Cuba, were
  told to tie their pets up in the yard, leave their house keys on the dining-room table, and stand outside with their children, awaiting the buses that would evacuate them. ‘For some strange
  reason I felt compelled to defrost the refrigerator,’ remembered one, ‘although I made a mess of the job by allowing the drain to run over and spilled the water all over the floor. I
  poured a little over a quart of milk into a pan and put it out for the cat. I hope my cat will be able to forage a living . . . I felt as if I were enacting some terrible, compulsive dream. I
  cried, of course.’4 Unknown to her, to the Pentagon and to the president of the United States, nuclear cruise missiles were being manoeuvred into
  position amid the trees, just fifteen miles from the base’s perimeter.

  The story of the Cuban Missile Crisis, as it is usually told, is not a story about Cuba. The real object at stake, it has been argued by some historians, may not have been Cuba at all, but the
  control of Berlin.5 All the important events are presumed to have taken place in Washington or Moscow. What went on in Havana is widely considered to be irrelevant. The story of the Cuban Missile Crisis is not even a story about events. There was no fighting on the ground or at sea. No nuclear missiles were ever
  fired. War did not break out. It is a story about nothing happening.

  While it may have been possible, from an American or a Soviet perspective, to believe that nothing happened, in the Caribbean plenty did. The Missile Crisis went down in American history as just
  thirteen days. From a Caribbean perspective, though, it was just one battle in an extraordinary secret war that spanned decades. George W. Bush’s War on Terror was not the first time the
  United States declared war on an idea. In the 1950s, under the shadowy direction of the Central Intelligence Agency, it went to war against communism. This was not just a ‘cold war’, a
  frosty standoff that never came to a fight. This was a real war. Dollars were spent. People were killed. Governments fell. To an incredible extent, the American public was at the time none the
  wiser.

  This secret war was waged all over what was then called the third world: in south-east Asia, in Africa, in Latin America. But it was in the Caribbean nations of Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican
  Republic that it found its most sensitive and, for the inhabitants of the United States, most dangerous battleground: ‘only ninety miles from our shores’, as John F. Kennedy often
  said.6 That closeness mattered. When things went wrong in these nations, the exiles washed up in Florida, or flew to New York. They formed large,
  distinct communities, which have exerted significant influences on the nation’s life as a whole – including, in the case of south Florida’s Cubans, holding the balance of power in
  presidential elections.

  Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic were the largest nations among the Caribbean islands, and the only fully decolonized republics. During the 1960s, several former British colonies,
  including Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago, would also achieve independence. But their long histories of close relations with Britain, and continuing relationships with that power after
  independence, kept them largely out of Washington’s Cold War purview. They were not the battlegrounds of this war.

  The histories of Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic are by no means identical, but they share a few important factors. All were occupied and run by the American military
  during the early twentieth century. When the Cold War reached its zenith, each had brought forth a distinctive dictator. Cuba had Fidel Castro, a headstrong nationalist who became the world’s
  longest-enduring communist head of state. The Dominican Republic had Rafael Trujillo, a capricious psychopath, who established perhaps the most effective authoritarian state ever seen in the
  western hemisphere – one usually defined as right-wing, though more accurately it had no ideology. Haiti had François Duvalier, a buttoned-down, bespectacled doctor with interests in
  embezzlement, torture and the dark side of Haiti’s syncretic religion, Vodou, whose regime defies belief of any kind. The United States would conspire to overthrow Fidel Castro, Rafael
  Trujillo, and François Duvalier, and to murder the first two.

  Behind the Caribbean’s paradise image of white sand beaches, lush jungles, and warm, clear seas lurks a gruesome human history. It is rooted in genocide, slavery, imperialism and piracy,
  and these roots have shaped it well into the modern age. The passions and atrocities of the ancient world are often recalled. Graham Greene, one of the most perceptive observers of the Caribbean in
  the middle years of the twentieth century, wrote that François Duvalier’s Haiti was best understood as a classical tragedy, ‘nearer to the Europe of Nero and Tiberius than to the
  Africa of Nkrumah’. Fidel Castro studied closely the leadership styles of Julius Caesar and Alexander the Great; his codename among the Cuban revolutionaries, Alejandro, was his own middle
  name, but he used it as a tribute to the ancient Macedonian general. Arturo Espaillat, Rafael Trujillo’s security chief, described his master’s rule as ‘absolute as that of any
  Roman emperor. I thought of Caligula, the mad Caesar. Caligula once appointed a horse to be consul of Rome. Trujillo certainly could have announced that a horse was to be named president of the
  Dominican Republic, and Dominicans would have accepted it.’7

  This is a story of the machinations and the blunders of superpowers, and the brazen daring of the mavericks who took them on. It is a story of the rise of the politics of fear, and of the
  extraordinary things that even outwardly respectable governments have been prepared to do in their quests for control. It is a story of how the United States and the Soviet Union acted out the
  world’s tensions in the theatre of the Caribbean, attempting to use Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic as puppets. What neither superpower had bargained on was that
  their puppets would come to life. The result was tyranny, conspiracy, murder and black magic; it was poverty, violence, and a new model of global interventionism that still dominates American
  policy. For this story is a prologue to later American-led interventions, covert and overt, all over the world, including those in Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Chile, El Salvador, Grenada, Honduras,
  Panama, Kuwait, Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan. The precedent is not merely figurative, but literal. The Small Wars Manual of the United States Marine Corps, used in many of these
  operations, was written on the strength of the Marines’ experience in the Caribbean.8 What happened in Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic
  during the middle years of the twentieth century would not just change the Caribbean. It would change the world.

  




  PART I

  IN SEARCH OF MONSTERS TO DESTROY

  




  CHAPTER 1

  THE ENTRAILS

  On the north coast of Cuba’s Isle of Pines stands the Presidio Modelo, a panopticon prison. There are four large, drum-shaped cell blocks and a round refectory, all
  painted the colour of butter, on a wide, desolate, grassy plain that leads down to the Caribbean Sea. The cells are open to the elements. Winds whip across the flat scrub, as do hurricanes, in
  season. When the sun blazes down, a thick, exhausting heat simmers back off the rocky ground. Blizzards of flies and mosquitoes swarm around, and biting ants teem over every surface. Behind the
  drums is a low-rise isolation block, where special prisoners were kept. It was here, in 1953, that a young lawyer called Fidel Castro began to read the history of revolutions.

  Fidel had been sent to this island prison after his failed attack on a barracks of the Cuban dictator, Fulgencio Batista. Twenty-seven years old, beardless, and a passionate nationalist, he was
  facing the prospect of a stay in the Presidio Modelo which, if he took no amnesty, would last well into his forties. He had no intention of taking an amnesty, for that meant negotiating with
  Batista. But staying true to his principles pained him. ‘In many of the terrible moments that I have had to suffer during the past year,’ he wrote to a friend, ‘I have thought how
  much better it would be to be dead.’1

  Life was hard for the prisoners in the panopticons. Had Fidel, over six feet tall and broad as an ox, been forced to cramp himself with another man into one of the tiny cells,
  he would barely have had room to stand up or lie down. But Fidel was not kept in the panopticons. He was kept alternately in the relative comfort of the infirmary or in the isolation block, along
  with his brother Raúl and a small band of comrades. The reason for his comfort was his family connections. His brother-in-law was one of Batista’s ministers. The reason for his
  isolation was that he could not keep his mouth shut. When Batista had visited, Fidel had organized his fellow prisoners into an impromptu choir, singing out a rebel anthem at the fuming dictator
  until he went away.

  Fidel’s cell, with limewashed walls, a high ceiling and granite floor, was relatively cool and hospitable. He was permitted to read, cook, and even smoke the occasional cigar from the
  fancy Havana firm of H. Upmann – then also the favourite brand of John F. Kennedy, a young senator from Massachusetts. His mood swung between despair and ebullience, the latter when he
  contemplated revolution.

  Fidel read stacks of French, Russian and English literature, and the works of Freud. ‘But my attention is really focused on something else,’ he wrote. ‘I have rolled my sleeves
  up and begun studying world history and political theory.’2 Among a broad selection of works that he acquired was Marx’s Das Kapital.
  He claimed at the time that it made him laugh, and later admitted he had never managed to get through the whole thing. With history, he fared better. He considered Julius Caesar ‘a true
  revolutionary’, became obsessed with Napoleon, and admired Franklin D. Roosevelt. But his hero remained the nineteenth-century Cuban poet and patriot, José Martí. Fidel also
  read of the first flowering of glory in the islands, post-Columbus: what he described as the ‘very moving’ story of the Haitian revolution.3

  •   •   •

  The history of Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic is a repeating cycle: plunder, oppression, a flash of hope, and a slide into disappointment. The first iteration was its
  conquest by the Spanish, who arrived in the wake of Christopher Columbus’s voyages. They sought gold, found little, and drained it fast, but in seeking it brought war, disease and slavery to
  the native Taino and Ciboney people. The islands’ chieftains led heroic revolts against the European conquest. Yet within a remarkably short space of time – little
  more than half a century – the Hispaniolan Taino, and most of the Cuban Taino and Ciboney, would be dead. Their civilizations were wiped off the earth.

  Sugar would make the Caribbean’s fortunes, and its arrival began the second iteration of the cycle. But the farming and refining of sugar cane is punishing work, made tortuous by the heat.
  No free man would willingly do it. And so, having worked one race to death, the Europeans imported a new race so that they could work that one to death, too. The first African slaves arrived in the
  Caribbean just ten years after Columbus. Those who made it off the boats alive were put to work for twelve hours a day, six days a week. On the seventh day, they were forced to grow their own food,
  or otherwise starve. Conditions were squalid, disease was rife, and beatings and abuses were universal.

  The West Africans enslaved in Hispaniola and Cuba died just as quickly as had the Taino and Ciboney. But these deaths troubled the Europeans little. Dead African slaves could be replaced with
  live African slaves. It cost money, of course, but not a great deal; and the supply seemed to be inexhaustible. Though the first few white voices of protest began to be raised in the second half of
  the sixteenth century, they were widely viewed as a lunatic minority.4 Slavery was endorsed by the Church on biblical authority, by governments on
  economic and social authority, and by the market itself.

  Cuba and the eastern two-thirds of Hispaniola, now known as Santo Domingo, grew rich off the whip-scarred backs of slaves. But the French, who had taken control of the western third of
  Hispaniola and called it Saint-Domingue, perfected the slave economy. Saint-Domingue was acclaimed as the Pearl of the Antilles. Its plantations accounted for two-fifths of French foreign trade. It
  became the world’s premier producer of sugar, its profits per acre double those of most Caribbean lands, and its slave population twice that of its nearest rival,
  Jamaica’s.5

  In Saint-Domingue alone, slavery is estimated to have killed 1 million people.6 More yet lived lives of misery. Though this may not have concerned the
  plantation owners morally, it did concern them practically. There was a great number of mistreated human beings in Saint-Domingue, and they were very angry.

  A revolution broke out in North America. A regiment of black slaves and freedmen from Saint-Domingue was sent to fight in the ensuing war of independence, and saw action against the British at
  Saratoga and Savannah. When its men returned, they brought with them the idea that a people need not put up with being dominated. And so, on the night of 14 August 1791, a ceremony was held during
  a thunderstorm in the northern woods of Bois Caïman. A priestess, Roumaine, cut the throat of a black pig and drained its blood, mixing it with gunpowder. Those present drank the potion. An
  offering was made of the pig’s entrails, to affirm a pact between those present and the loas, or spirits, of their Vodou religion. A priest, Boukman, declared that all whites must die.
  ‘We must not leave any refuge,’ he declared, ‘or any hope of salvation.’7

  Eight days later, drumming was heard all over the north of Saint-Domingue. It heralded fire attacks on plantations of cane, cotton and coffee. By September, over 1000 plantations had been
  burned, and tens of thousands killed. The United States wanted the French out of the Caribbean, and sent arms and supplies to the black army. This move was strategic, not idealistic. Like the
  French, white Americans did not see black Haitians as human beings of equal worth to themselves. As President John Adams noted of the Haitians in 1799, ‘Independence is the worst and most
  dangerous condition they can be in for the United States.’8

  ‘There was Napoleon acting like Caesar, as if France were Rome,’ wrote Fidel Castro, a century and a half later, ‘when a new Spartacus appeared, Toussaint
  L’Ouverture.’9 Born into slavery, Toussaint had ascended to the prestigious position of livestock steward. He had learned to read and, like
  Fidel, had looked to Caesar’s commentaries for his political and military education.10 When he joined the revolution he was already forty-five
  years old. His physical stamina – on an ordinary day, he rode 125 miles on horseback – and exceptional abilities as a strategist and a leader ensured a swift rise. By 1800, Toussaint
  had wrested control of Saint-Domingue. He declared independence and the end of slavery, and annexed the Spanish side of Hispaniola, Santo Domingo.

  In February 1802, Napoleon sent his brother-in-law, General Charles Leclerc, to retake Hispaniola. Leclerc publicly promised that French rule would in future be free, equal
  and fraternal for all. At this, many of Toussaint’s best generals defected to the French. Toussaint was defeated by May, trapped in June, and put on a ship to France.

  There was no trial. There was only imprisonment high in the Alps – a climate to which Toussaint did not adjust – and a meagre prison diet. The greatest slave leader in history was
  found dead the following spring, his small, cold body huddled sadly by the fireplace in his cell.

  In July came Napoleon’s treachery. Slavery, which had been outlawed in 1794, was restored across the French Empire. At once, every black and many mulatto soldiers and officers who had
  fought for the French turned against them. If slavery were to be reimposed, Leclerc told Napoleon, ‘I shall have to wage a war of extermination.’11 Instead, an epidemic of yellow fever killed most of the French troops, including Leclerc himself. The tattered remains of the French army were defeated finally by the black
  general Jean-Jacques Dessalines on 18 November 1803.

  On the first day of 1804, Dessalines declared independence, and renamed the country Haiti, after its Taino name, Ayiti, land of mountains. ‘I have given the French cannibals blood for
  blood,’ he said. ‘I have avenged America.’12

  ‘What a small place in history is given to the rebelling African slaves who established a free republic by routing Napoleon’s best generals!’ Fidel Castro wrote, back in his
  cell on the Isle of Pines. ‘I am always thinking about these things because I would honestly love to revolutionize this country from one end to the other! I am sure this would bring happiness
  to the Cuban people. I would not be stopped by the hatred and ill will of a few thousand people, including some of my relatives, half the people I know, two-thirds of my fellow professionals, and
  four-fifths of my ex-schoolmates.’13

  •   •   •

  The revolution in Haiti created shockwaves across the world’s slaveholding nations. At the beginning of 1806, the United States Congress banned trade with
  Haiti.14 With the battle continuing on Dominican soil between the Haitians and the various colonial interests on the Spanish side of
  the island, the sugar industry collapsed on both sides of Hispaniola. But European powers and the United States still required sweetness. Gigantic cane plantations sprung up all over Cuba, with a
  corresponding increase in slave numbers.

  In white-ruled Cuba, the United States saw opportunity. Thomas Jefferson was one of many early American statesmen who expressed interest in adding the island to the Union. This did not imply
  that all its people would be treated as equal American citizens. Jefferson thought that non-European peoples had much further to go before they would be ‘capable’ of enjoying liberty.
  No hope at all was held out for African slaves or Native Americans, and only little for Latin Americans, who were ‘immersed in the darkest ignorance, and brutalised by bigotry &
  superstition’. Still, Jefferson hoped that ‘Light will at length beam in on their minds and the standing example we shall hold up, serving as an excitement as well as a model for their
  direction may in the long run qualify them for self-government.’15

  As Secretary of State, John Quincy Adams agreed that the role of the United States was to serve as an example of freedom, not a crusader. In a famous address to the House of Representatives on
  Independence Day, 1821, he declared proudly that the United States ‘goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is
  the champion and vindicator only of her own.’16 Two years later, he notified the Spanish government of Washington’s formal interest in
  acquiring Cuba.

  American politicians still considered themselves opposed to empires, which they associated with their own oppression by the British. Paradoxically, though, they sought to expand the territory of
  the United States, and to establish political primacy across the Americas. At the end of that year, President James Monroe announced to Congress that, while the United States would not interfere in
  existing European colonies, it would henceforth view any effort on the part of European powers to extend their domains in the western hemisphere, including ‘any interposition for the purpose
  of oppressing them, or controlling in any other manner their destiny’, to be ‘the manifestation of an unfriendly disposition toward the United
  States’.17 This Monroe Doctrine would become a central plank of American foreign policy, well into the Cold War and beyond.

  •   •   •

  The Haitian revolution had created its flash of hope, and Caribbean history was due a slide into disappointment. The villains were the French. In 1825, the restored King
  Charles X sent warships to encircle Haiti’s coastline. France considered that the land – and the slaves – had been French property. Emancipation had stolen that property. Now it
  demanded reparations: 150 million francs, in gold.

  There could have been no more flagrant breach of the Monroe Doctrine. Haiti had declared and maintained its independence, existing free from European rule for a generation. The demand was an
  interposition by France, with the intent to oppress Haiti and control its destiny. Yet it was not considered an unfriendly act against the United States, as undoubtedly it would have been in any of
  the white-ruled republics. The Monroe Doctrine did not apply to states whose independence the United States had not acknowledged, and the United States had refused to afford the black republic the
  dignity of recognition. And so the American government placidly looked on while French warships, acting for the French crown, extended their colonial power in the western hemisphere.

  The ransom demanded from Haiti was ten times its annual national revenue. But, with the guns of the French Caribbean fleet pointed at Port-au-Prince, Haiti’s president was forced to agree
  that the former slaves should compensate their masters. To make the first payment – 30 million francs – Haiti was obliged to take on loans covering the full sum from Parisian banks.
  Interest of 20 per cent on this loan – 6 million francs – was demanded in advance. To pay that, the treasury was emptied.

  For the first liberated Latin American nation, formal independence on 11 July 1825 did not signify the beginning of freedom, but the end of hope. The chains were not cast off; they were soldered
  back on. Even after it was reduced to 60 million francs in 1838, the debt was an impossible sum. During the nineteenth century, slavery would be outlawed all over Europe and in the United States.
  Compensation was paid to slave-owners – but by the governments that outlawed slavery, not by the slaves themselves. Yet the French government continued to insist that its
  own ex-slaves in Haiti pay for their liberty. The slavery reparations would not be paid off until 1947.18

  •   •   •

  In 1848, 1854 and 1859, explicit offers to purchase Cuba were conveyed from Washington to Madrid. On several more occasions, implicit offers were made, requesting the island as
  surety on loans made to Spain. Meanwhile, in Hispaniola, the complicated tensions between French-speakers and Spanish-speakers, rich and poor, former freeman and former slave, had only intensified.
  Strict race lines had crept back into society, and were defined by the precise proportions of black and white in seven generations of a person’s ancestry. Foreigners could rarely detect the
  all-important differences between a noir, a sacatra, a griffe, a marabou, a mulâtre, a quarteron, a métis, a mamelouc, a quarteronné and a sang-mêlé. Partly, this
  was because they were not always detectable by sight: as the black leader Jean-Jacques Acaau observed, ‘Nèg riche se mulat, mulat pauvre se nèg’ – a rich black was a
  mulatto, and a poor mulatto was a black.19 Nonetheless, these categories correlated strongly to a person’s station in life, prospects, and
  politics. A lighter skin brought with it many privileges. Wedged deep in every political, economic or social argument in Hispaniola was the splinter of racial hatred.

  The Spanish side of Hispaniola eventually won its independence from Haiti in 1844, becoming the Dominican Republic. But Haitian incursions continued. Though both Haiti and the Dominican Republic
  would be inhabited and ruled by a mixture of whites, blacks and mulattos, Haiti continued to be associated with radical black former slaves, while the Dominican Republic attempted to present itself
  as more conservative and, essentially, more white. Successive Dominican leaders attempted to persuade external powers to colonize their territory, to defend against Haitian invasion. They appealed
  to France and the United States, but it was Spain that returned as the imperial master by invitation on 18 March 1861. That same day, civil war broke out in the United States, meaning the former
  republic’s northern neighbour had more pressing matters to attend to than the Monroe Doctrine.20 In 1865, following the end of
  that war, the Spanish abruptly granted the Dominican Republic its independence again.

  At the end of 1868, President Andrew Johnson recommended that both the Dominican Republic and Haiti be annexed. The project rolled over to the subsequent administration of Ulysses S. Grant. His
  representative was sent to Santo Domingo with a treaty of annexation, which was signed on 29 November 1869. But it failed to achieve the two-thirds majority in the United States Senate that was
  required, and so the Dominican Republic dropped out of the American embrace. It descended into chaos, and fell under the rule of a tyrant.

  •   •   •

  In 1868, mill owner Carlos Manuel de Céspedes declared Cuba’s independence from Spain. The subsequent war continued for ten years. Céspedes freed the slaves
  in the territories he held. He was suspicious of the United States’ interest in his cause, and was fully aware that it had ambitions to annex or purchase Cuba. He recommended drily that the
  Cuban revolutionaries reject American assistance, and go in search of ‘other, more disinterested friends’.21 When the Cuban rebels accepted
  defeat in 1878, four years after Céspedes’s death, some refused to sign the surrender. The return of Spanish rule meant the restoration of slavery.

  The third iteration of Caribbean history had begun. Banks and corporations of North American or European origin mushroomed in all three countries, and put themselves energetically to plunder.
  National debts were bought up and speculated upon. Enormous loans were made to governments, usually on poor terms. Swathes of land were gathered up under foreign ownership or control. The wealth
  that was created – and there was plenty of it – was retained by small, white- or light-skinned elites, and often channelled out of the countries themselves.

  It was in Cuba that the next flash of hope appeared. Among the many patriots forced into exile by Spanish rule was José Martí. In the early 1880s, Martí had moved into
  politics, and developed an unusual ability to unite Cubans regardless of their race or class under the banner of nationalism.

  In a pattern that would be emulated consciously by his ardent follower Fidel Castro many years later, Martí had toured the United States, raising funds from the exile
  community and setting up the Cuban Revolutionary Party in 1892. Three years later, he disembarked on the shores of Oriente, Cuba’s wild, impoverished south-eastern province, to begin the
  revolution. He was killed in battle soon after the landing. Martí had often warned against any alliance with the United States, but did so most poignantly on the day before he died. ‘I
  have lived inside the monster,’ he wrote, in lines often quoted later by Castro, ‘and know its entrails.’22

  Attacks on American property provoked President William McKinley to send the USS Maine to Havana in January 1898. It docked in the harbour and, on the evening of 15 February, was
  spectacularly blown up. The explosion, subsequent investigations have revealed, was probably an accident. But it was blamed on Spain, and it fed an enormous public appetite in the United States for
  war.23

  On 16 July, the Spanish surrendered to the United States at Santiago de Cuba. The Spanish–American War had cost $200 million, and the lives of 3254 Spaniards and 224 Americans in battle,
  as well as those of 5000 more Americans from disease in the poorly managed military camps. As part of the peace deal, the United States acquired control of the Philippine Islands and Guam, far away
  across the Pacific. It had also taken the opportunity to annex Puerto Rico, which had won its own self-government from Spain the previous year. This had been, according to Secretary of State John
  Hay, ‘a splendid little war’.24

  The Cubans who had fought for their independence were not permitted to enjoy that splendour. Cuban guerrilla forces were prevented by the Americans from entering Santiago for the surrender
  ceremony. At the end of 1898, Cuba was legally transferred out of Spanish ownership and into theoretical independence, under American stewardship, without the signature of a single
  Cuban.25 So began yet another slide into disappointment.

  The United States established a military government in Cuba. Its rule was not without benefits. Progress was made in the fight against yellow fever; roads and bridges were improved; water and
  sewage systems were introduced, as were modern communications of telephones and telegraphs; schools were organized. There was also a massive increase in private American
  investment. As American interests came to own more and more of Cuba, the American government and public opinion came to believe ever more strongly that it was their land by right.

  On 2 March 1901, the United States amended the Cuban constitution. The Platt Amendment gave Washington the right in perpetuity to interfere, including active participation in Cuban finances,
  domestic policy, foreign policy and sovereignty, and granted the United States land of its choice for naval bases. There was an outcry in Cuba, where the convention on the constitution refused to
  accept it. There was also an outcry in the United States, where several senators protested vociferously. But the senators were in a minority, and the convention had no bargaining chips. Until the
  Platt Amendment was accepted, the occupying forces simply refused to leave. And so, on 22 May 1903, the constitution and the amendment were accepted, and the United States took possession of its
  new naval bases at Bahía Honda and Guantánamo Bay.26

  In 1901, Theodore Roosevelt became president of the United States. Roosevelt, a hero of the war in Cuba who had ridden with the Rough Riders at the Battle of San Juan Hill, believed it to be his
  job in Latin America, as he put it, to ‘show these Dagoes that they will have to behave decently’. In order to show them, he proposed to ‘speak softly and carry a big
  stick’.27

  In response to a request from the Dominican Republic, which was being pressed for debt repayments by European powers, Roosevelt tinkered with the Monroe Doctrine. John Quincy Adams’s
  warnings against seeking out monsters to destroy had long been forgotten. Now, Roosevelt said, ‘the Monroe Doctrine may force the United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such
  wrongdoing or impotence, to the exercise of an international police power.’28 This Roosevelt Corollary decreed that the United States would
  intervene in Caribbean and Central American national affairs: not merely in the case of defending those nations’ sovereignty against European imperialism, but also if the nations were unable
  to pay their debts.

  The American presence in the region grew rapidly. In 1903, the United States established a protectorate in Panama, with a view to building a canal through the slender isthmus
  separating Central from South America. Panama itself had been severed from Colombia as a result of overwhelming American aid to secessionists. American naval bases were established at Key West,
  Guantánamo, Samaná Bay, the Môle St Nicholas, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, the Corn Islands of Nicaragua, and Fonseca Bay, all to defend the Panama Canal. The American naval
  presence was now so strong in the region that any unfriendly Caribbean government could be defined automatically as a threat to American national security.29

  Roosevelt seized control of Dominican customs in 1905 but, when asked if he would annex it, declared that he was no more keen to absorb that state ‘than a gorged boa constrictor would be
  to swallow a porcupine wrong end-to’. American troops also returned to Cuba from 1906 to 1909. An American was brought in to head the Cuban government: Minnesotan lawyer Charles Magoon,
  former governor of the Panama Canal Zone. ‘The day is not far distant when three Stars and Stripes at three equidistant points will mark our territory: one at the North Pole, another at the
  Panama Canal, and the third at the South Pole,’ declared Roosevelt’s successor, William Howard Taft, in 1912. ‘The whole hemisphere will be ours in fact as, by virtue of our
  superiority of race, it already is ours morally.’ During Taft’s administration, the Marines returned again to Cuba and the Dominican Republic, and the National City Bank of New York
  commenced a takeover of Haiti’s national bank.30

  On 27 October 1913, the new American president, Woodrow Wilson, promised that ‘the United States will never again seek one additional foot of territory by conquest’.31 In practice, his administration would test the limits of that pledge. It would invade the Dominican Republic and Haiti and establish in both countries
  pro-American military governments, and intervene in the internal affairs of Cuba, Mexico and Nicaragua in the name of protecting American interests.

  In 1915, the largely American-controlled Haitian national bank refused to advance any further funds to the Haitian government, with the expressed purpose of forcing it to request American
  assistance or face intervention. The government fell, and the American admiral William Caperton personally accompanied Washington’s preferred candidate for the presidency,
  General Jean Vilbrun Guillaume Sam, to Port-au-Prince.32 But the fury in Haiti against American impositions had now reached boiling point. The country
  would demonstrate what it could do to a patsy of the United States.

  A powerful anti-American faction, led by Rosalvo Bobo, began a revolt. In response, Sam imprisoned several hundred hostages. He left orders that they should be executed the moment the first shot
  was heard, and fled with his family to the French legation. Stephen Alexis, later Haiti’s ambassador to the United Nations, was in a cell at the prison when the first shot was heard, and,
  therefore, when the massacre began. Within moments, he could hear the blows of sabre sticks and clubs. A young boy who screamed was dragged from his cell by a guard, who expressed his displeasure
  by removing the boy’s teeth one by one with pliers and gouging out his eyes before killing him. The prison was awash with blood and littered with heaps of entrails. Between 160 and 200 were
  slaughtered.

  When news of this atrocity filtered out, a crowd gathered outside the French legation, demanding Sam. The president was reduced to crawling around on all fours, lest he be seen and attacked
  through a window. Finally, on the second day, eighty men smashed their way in. Sam hid in a lavatory, but the mob was soon outside the door. Finally, he opened it, with the resigned words:
  ‘Gentlemen, finish me.’ He was dragged by the feet down the stairs, through the salon, and on to the gravel driveway. He reached out, and one attacker smashed his hand with a cane.
  Another dealt three heavy blows with a machete. The last split Sam’s head open. His body was thrown over the wall, where it was torn to pieces. One observer was rushed at by a man who held
  Sam’s freshly severed hand in his mouth. What was left of the United States’ favoured candidate was paraded around Port-au-Prince until it was reduced to nothing, apart from the head,
  which was impaled and displayed in the city.33

  This was too much for the American administration. That afternoon, Caperton moved the USS Washington into the harbour at Port-au-Prince, and the American occupation began. The Americans
  rejected Rosalvo Bobo as president. Instead, Caperton put Philippe Sudré Dartiguenave in power. Two days after Dartiguenave’s election, which was conducted under
  the auspices of the United States Marines, the new president was informed that his recognition by the occupying forces was conditional on signing a treaty giving the United States control over his
  customs and excise as well as the police force. There was a delay while the Haitian legislature objected, during which the United States stopped all funds to the country. The Haitian government had
  no choice but to give in.34

  The United States similarly occupied the Dominican Republic in 1916, after it looked like the wrong government might be elected. Washington assumed direct rule. Americans reformed the tax
  system, civil service, post office and schools as they saw fit, and set up a constabulary. They departed in 1924, but the United States officially maintained its customs receivership until 1941,
  and only relinquished its other fiscal controls on the Dominican government in 1947.35

  In Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic, occupation meant economic, judicial, military and cultural control of a high degree. President Wilson insisted on land-ownership reforms in the
  Dominican Republic to benefit American-owned plantations. Meanwhile, American-run police control was greatly strengthened, and political censorship was introduced. The Dominican poet Fabio Fiallo
  was accused of writing articles against the American occupation. He was subjected to a trial and three-year prison sentence.36 Cuba, meanwhile, fell
  into a spiral of corrupt governments, whose falls prompted repeated American interventions; each American intervention simply installed another corrupt government.

  Herbert J. Seligmann, an American journalist, wrote a searing critique of the occupation in Haiti, accusing it openly of machine-gunning unarmed civilians and imposing ‘actual
  slavery’ – forced labour – on the black population. The first ethnic group to be described by United States troops as ‘gooks’ were not the Vietnamese in the 1960s. The
  slur had originated in the Philippines, and was now transferred to black Haitians. ‘I have heard officers wearing the United States uniform in the interior of Haiti talking of “bumping
  off” (i.e., killing) “Gooks” as if it were a variety of sport like duck hunting,’ wrote Seligmann.37 Fifteen thousand Haitians
  revolted under the guerrilla leadership of Charlemagne Péralte in the 1910s, before he was assassinated by a Marine. To prove he was dead, the Americans allowed
  Péralte’s body to be photographed. It was depicted nude except for a loincloth, held up against a board by a rope slung under the armpits and across the chest, with the head dropped to
  one side, the arms hanging loose, and a flag draped behind the head. The resemblance to the crucified figure of Jesus of Nazareth was striking.38 The
  Marines had not realized what the effect of such an image would be on the Haitian people, steeped as they were in the visual symbolism of Vodou and Catholicism. The anti-American guerrilla
  immediately became an icon.

  •   •   •

  In 1917, the first communist revolution brought Lenin to power in Russia. It provoked immediate unease in the United States, and particularly in a young lawyer called John
  Foster Dulles. That year, his uncle, the Secretary of State, sent him to Panama, Nicaragua and Costa Rica to report on the situation there. Dulles recommended that, in view of the worrying leftist
  examples of the Russian and Mexican revolutions, Washington back Costa Rica’s right-wing dictator.39 Thirty-five years later, when he himself was
  Secretary of State, Dulles would find his fellow Americans more receptive to his fears about Moscow’s influence in Latin America.

  In the early 1920s, the extent of communism in Latin America was minuscule, but the extent of anti-Americanism was considerable, and growing. The imposition of tariffs and financial meddling by
  the United States was widely blamed for the ‘dance of the millions’, a boom and bust in the Cuban sugar industry between 1919 and 1921 that wrecked the island’s economy. During
  the 1920 presidential campaign in the United States, there was much criticism of the occupations in Congress and the press. The Nation pointed out that for the last four years there had been
  no president, no cabinet, and no parliament in the Dominican Republic. ‘There is a censorship so dictatorial and so humorless that the word “Liberty” is stricken out from the
  program of the Teatro Libertad,’ it said. ‘By official order of the United States authorities it is now plain “Teatro.” And this in the name of America, while we were
  fighting to make the world safe for democracy!’40

  •   •   •

  In the thirty years or so since Cuban independence, the United States created effective protectorates in Cuba, Panama, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua and
  Haiti, annexed Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, took over customs and excise duties in four countries, established naval bases across the Caribbean region, increased its investments abroad from
  between $200 million and $300 million to $4 billion, and built and controlled the Panama Canal. Between 1898 and 1934, United States Marines were sent to Cuba and the Dominican Republic four times
  each, and to Haiti twice. They had also been despatched to Guatemala once, Panama twice, Mexico thrice, Colombia four times, Nicaragua five times, and Honduras seven times.41

  By the later half of the 1920s, the results of American occupation in these countries were plain to see. Some were exemplary. Transport, communications, education, health, sanitation and public
  works had been improved almost across the board. Others were not. In all three countries, the attempted establishment of American-style democracy had been a shambles. Repeated violations of
  sovereignty had fuelled parasitical political cultures, more interested in appeasing Washington than their electorates or subjects. The gap between rich and poor had widened in all the countries,
  with wealth concentrated in the hands of an elite that was largely foreign and white. Attempts to train Cubans and Dominicans for political or civil service had been minimal. Attempts to train
  Haitians had been nonexistent. The focus of training had been on national constabularies, whom the United States Marines had taught to enforce order by any means necessary – providing current
  and future dictators with a prefabricated means of control.

  Cuba could not maintain order or sustain democratic government. The Dominican Republic was weak and chaotic. In December 1929, President Herbert Hoover himself publicly voiced concerns about the
  future of the American occupation in Haiti. The American journalist Edwin L. James noted with sadness that, by the middle 1920s, ‘the United States of America is the most unpopular nation on
  the face of the earth.’42

  Though many individual Americans working in or with the Caribbean were well intentioned, perceptive and capable, this could not compensate for the imperious attitude of the
  government in Washington. Sovereignty was ignored. Dictators were supported. Money from these poor countries filled the yawning coffers of Wall Street. In a nation that had a powerful sense of its
  own identity as a trailblazer for freedom from colonial rule, there was widespread squeamishness about using the word ‘imperialism’ to describe this process. Complex arguments were
  constructed about how the United States was essentially different in character or morality from the European powers, and therefore its activities were not – could not be – imperialist.
  Some put it that imperialism was the control of one nation’s territory, economy and culture by another, and the United States did not control territory. But private American landholdings or
  land control in Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic were enormous (in 1920, American companies owned two-thirds of Cuban land);43 the United States
  government intermittently ruled the nations directly as if they were subject possessions; and the Marines arrived and stayed as Washington saw fit. ‘The United States does not undertake first
  to consult the Cuban Government if a crisis arises requiring a temporary landing somewhere,’ said Secretary of State Philander Knox bluntly, when the Cuban government complained about Marines
  turning up uninvited to crush a black political movement.44

  ‘I have a feeling that imperialism is very much like an open window,’ observed the British politician Philip Guedalla in 1927. ‘If you open it, it is fresh air. If the other
  fellow opens it, it is called a draught. Of course I realize that America is quite unlikely to annex any territory; but what you call protecting nationals when it happens in Mexico, you frequently
  call imperialism when it happens somewhere else.’45 The world had entered a new era. European empires had gone, or were in decline. The United
  States had become a global power of immense and increasing importance. In the Caribbean it had created dependencies, nations not admitted to the Union which nonetheless were obliged – by
  force of arms, if necessary – to accept American dominance of their economies, foreign policies, legal systems, constitutions, cultures, and even political thoughts.

  It was a system under which ambitious Cubans, Haitians and Dominicans had two options: submit, or accept near-certain death in fighting American dominance. Whether it was
  called an empire or not, the thirty-year de facto rule of the American military and American finance in these countries signalled that a fourth cycle of plunder and oppression had begun. But
  a new generation had grown up with that system all around them, and they had new ideas about how to manipulate it. In the Dominican Republic, the first of these men was already poised to seize
  power.

  




  CHAPTER 2

  GOOD NEIGHBOURS

  The village of San Cristóbal sits on the mouth of the Nigua River, just eighteen miles down the Dominican Republic’s coast from the capital, Santo Domingo. In it,
  on 24 October 1891, Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina was born. It is not recorded who gave him that striking middle name, after the ancient king of Sparta: supposedly the first defender of western
  civilization, who in his last stand kept back the hordes surging from the east. Trujillo’s Cuban paternal grandfather was the corrupt head of Havana’s police force, on the run in Santo
  Domingo for just long enough to impregnate his Dominican grandmother while spying for the Spanish. His maternal grandfather was also Dominican; his maternal grandmother, Haitian. As a child, he
  adored her. Later in life, he would obscure her memory. The line of blackness running through his ancestry would come to appear to him not as a source of pride, the noble inheritance of an enslaved
  people who had risen up to defeat Napoleon, but as a stain.

  Little may be verified about Trujillo’s youth, though a sense of misbehaviour lingers around it. His father and he were suspected of cattle-rustling, and it has been suggested that he
  served one or more prison sentences, for stealing, forgery and theft. No proof exists. The Supreme Court of the Dominican Republic, which housed such records, burned down in 1927. He had six
  brothers and four sisters. Petán, a brother slightly younger but just as swaggering, soon became along with Rafael the most notorious gangster in San Cristóbal. In
  his teens, Rafael married a local girl, Aminta Ledesma, and had a daughter, Julia. Just a year into her life, Julia fell ill. Her father sought a doctor, but was stranded on the wrong side of a
  river bloated by the rains. While he frantically tried to cross, the baby died. A second daughter was born, named Flor de Oro (Flower of Gold), and cherished.1

  In 1915, there were rebellions in support of Horacio Vásquez, leader of the National Party. A few troublemakers were rounded up and sent before Jacinto Peynado, the minister of justice.
  Peynado remembered one, a toothless youth clad in rags. He let him off, pausing only to ask his name. ‘Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, from San Cristóbal,’ came the reply. After the
  rebellion, Trujillo joined a gang called ‘The 44’, specializing in petty thievery, blackmail and menacing, and also took a straight job as a watchman on a sugar estate, which required
  similar skills. It provided him with a lucrative sideline managing cockfights, the Caribbean sugar industry’s most popular form of entertainment.2
  While the spectators shouted their bets, two roosters flew at each other, necks ruffed, wings arched, spurs forth. They clashed in mid-air, scratching and gouging, until one dropped. The victor was
  left pecking a lump of broken feathers in the dust. Trujillo controlled the takings. Whichever bird lost, he always won.

  Two years later, he enrolled in the Dominican national guard, then trained by the occupying forces of the United States Marines. ‘He thinks just like a Marine!’ exclaimed his
  American superiors, on more than one occasion.3 The most commonly praised of his skills was an aptitude for persuading detainees to confess. The Marines
  taught him the methods: these included looping a rope around the subject’s head, and slowly twisting it tighter and tighter until the pressure became unbearable. He was sent to the east of
  the country to fight rebels and proved adept at that, too. During one patrol, Second Lieutenant Trujillo kidnapped a peasant family to use as a human shield. For three days, he kept them locked in
  a church. On each of those days, he raped their seventeen-year-old daughter. She was left covered in blood, sobbing in her mother’s arms. The Marines were obliged to
  investigate, but Trujillo’s lawyer put it to them that ‘three times implies consent’. He was acquitted.4 Three years later, he was
  promoted to the rank of captain.

  In 1924, a new Dominican parliament chose Horacio Vásquez as president, and the United States withdrew its occupation. Arturo Espaillat, later the head of Trujillo’s secret police,
  remembered that, even thirty-five years later, ‘Trujillo always thought of himself as basically a Marine Corps officer – and “damned proud of it.”’5 He was never a Marine Corps officer, but he was rising rapidly up the Dominican ranks. Vásquez made him a colonel and appointed him chief of police. In 1927,
  when the police were turned into a national army, Trujillo became its commander. He divorced his long-abandoned wife and married a member of the landed gentry, Bienvenida Ricardo. The marriage was
  not a success. In 1929, Trujillo’s first son, Rafael Leonidas Jr, known as Ramfis, was born to a businesswoman, María Martínez. Ramfis was recognized by Trujillo as his son and
  heir, and would be legitimized by his parents’ marriage following his father’s second divorce in 1935.

  General Trujillo appeared to have no political interest. But President Vásquez’s star was dimming. Trujillo’s headquarters, the Ozama Fort, was a sixteenth-century castle at
  the river’s mouth in Santo Domingo. Some political prisoners kept in its cells recruited the general to their cause.

  Later, one of his eulogistic biographers would ask when Trujillo had first thought of becoming president.

  ‘When I first began thinking at all, as a child,’ replied Trujillo.

  ‘And when did you first decide definitely that you would be president?’ asked the biographer.

  ‘The same day I began thinking about it,’ said Trujillo.6

  On 26 February 1930, the capital put up no resistance when the rebel troops marched in.

  ‘Trujillo is the head of a band of gangsters,’ Charles Curtis, the American minister to Santo Domingo, wrote to the State Department. ‘Can’t you persuade Al Capone to
  offer him more money than he is making here to come to the United States as his instructor?’ The State Department ignored his warnings, and told him to mediate a settlement. The civilian
  leader of the coup, Rafael Estrella Ureña, would be provisional president until elections could be held a few months later. Neither Vásquez’s former
  vice-president, nor Trujillo himself, would contest that election.7

  Everyone kept his side of the bargain, except Trujillo. On 18 March, he announced his candidacy for president. Estrella Ureña threw himself on the mercy of the Americans, begging Curtis
  to declare publicly that the United States would not recognize Trujillo. The general, he said, had been so persuasive behind the scenes that no other candidate dared present himself.

  The election had little to do with freedom or democracy. In early April, private houses and businesses in Santiago de los Caballeros linked to anti-Trujillo interests were ransacked. In
  Barahona, there were murders. Political leaders were shot at in their cars near Moca. Two bodies were found in a summer house at San José de las Matas, high in the mountains. One was the
  leader of the opposition National Party. He had been shot multiple times, slashed at so fiercely that his nose had been severed, and decapitated. The other was his young, pregnant wife, who had
  been shot twice in the belly. The offices of the newspaper that reported this grisly find, Listín Diario, were raided by Trujillo’s supporters a few days later.8 An air of menace hung over the country, the expression of the army’s sentiments in favour of Trujillo’s ascension. On polling day, his soldiers manned
  the booths. There were no opposition candidates but, should anyone attempt to write one in, the troops had orders to shoot. Turnout was low, and Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina was elected
  president of the Dominican Republic.

  Disregarding Estrella Ureña’s dire warnings and Curtis’s concerns, the State Department decided it would recognize the new president, telling Curtis that it was set on
  ‘scrupulously avoiding even the appearance of interfering in the internal affairs of the Dominican Republic’.9 If American interests were to
  be preserved, stability was required. A strongman was the ideal candidate.

  On 3 September, a devastating hurricane hit Santo Domingo straight on. Of the city’s 10,000 buildings, only 400 were left standing. Two thousand were dead. Tens of thousands were homeless.
  Trujillo declared a state of emergency. He cleared streets and coordinated aid. He also used the opportunity to suspend constitutional rights, extend his powers, and dispose of
  some opponents. As the fires of the mass cremations crackled in Plaza Colombina, those who looked on whispered that the pyres contained some bodies of politicians and activists who had not died in
  the storm.10

  Trujillo passed a law that allowed him to take the country’s privately owned salt monopoly into ‘government’ hands. Within a decade, some estimates would suggest that salt
  alone gave him a private income of $400,000 a year, in a country where the average per-capita income was then $200. Officially, most of his business ventures went under the radar, though they were
  no secret among Dominicans. Over the years, the president would accumulate a controlling stake in or absolute control of the national oil company, cement manufacture, ironworks, brewery, milk,
  meat, navigation, aviation and motoring industries, and factories making fruit juice, chocolate, sacking and rope. He even made a fortune off a common weed from the Dominican jungles, after
  planting a phoney article in an American magazine about ‘Pega Palo – The Vine That Makes You Virile’.11

  American investment poured into the newly stable Dominican Republic, with its business-friendly policies. The Dominican Congress declared Trujillo ‘Benefactor of the Fatherland’. His
  son Ramfis, three years old, was appointed a colonel in the army, ‘taking into account his services’.12 His daughter, Flor de Oro, married
  the debonair young Porfirio Rubirosa, one of her father’s aides. Trujillo granted him a diplomatic post. At this Rubirosa proved surprisingly adept, becoming an international playboy and the
  most visible face – apart from the Benefactor himself – of the Dominican Republic. He played polo, attended parties, and married rich women. After his five-year marriage to Flor, he wed
  the movie star Danielle Darrieux, followed by two heiresses, Doris Duke and Barbara Hutton. Flor consoled herself with a further six husbands. Rubirosa’s ambassadorial skills did not even
  stretch to charm. They consisted solely of sexual mystique, centred on what Truman Capote described with relish as ‘a purported eleven-inch’ masculine endowment.13 Thanks to Rubirosa’s exploits, the image of the Dominican Republic in the world’s press became so glamorous that it was hard to believe life in Santo Domingo
  could be anything other than a cocktail party.

  Life in the Dominican Republic was something other than that, and there were rebellions. One civilian plot to ambush Trujillo in his car involved among several Dominicans a
  businessman, Oscar Michelena, and an Italian honorary consul, Amadeo Barletta. It was discovered. The Dominican conspirators were tortured and killed, aside from Michelena, whose Puerto Rican
  origins prompted the State Department in Washington to rescue him. Before it did so, he was taken to a beach and flogged into unconsciousness with a cat-o’-nine-tails. ‘Trujillo
  doesn’t use leather,’ said Michelena: ‘these were steel cables laced together and knotted at the end.’

  He woke up in an airless cell, six feet by two, teeming with rats. There was no furniture but a bucket, which was not emptied until it overflowed. ‘This was done purposely,’
  remembered Michelena, ‘it was part of the torture.’ He remained there for three months.14

  Barletta, too, was imprisoned. But he had friends in high places. A month later, Benito Mussolini personally informed the State Department in Washington that, were Barletta not freed, he would
  send a warship to shell Santo Domingo. It was one of the few occasions on which Trujillo met an even bigger bully than himself. Barletta was released five days later, and fled to Cuba.

  •   •   •

  In Cuba, another corrupt, vicious dictator, Gerardo Machado, was falling from power. Machado fled the other way from Barletta, from Cuba to the Dominican Republic. It was
  reported that his luggage included thirty-three suitcases filled only with cash. Trujillo put him up in a fortress-like house outside the capital, and stated publicly that the Cuban ex-dictator was
  not there.

  Machado’s flight sparked weeks of arson and assassinations in Cuba. People flooded through Havana with hammers, smashing up the stone reliefs of Machado’s face that he had placed on
  public buildings. A few months earlier, Sumner Welles, a friend of the new American president Franklin Delano Roosevelt, had been sent to the island to supervise the situation. The two key figures
  to emerge were Sergeant Fulgencio Batista, an obscure army officer, who had taken control of the military headquarters in Havana; and Ramón Grau, a leading figure in the opposition to
  Machado, who took over as president. Welles described both Batista and Grau as ‘extremely dangerous radicals, possibly Communists’.15 Though not, by any normal definition, a communist, Grau was left of the American centre. He attempted to redesign the structure of Cuba’s economy to remove American
  controls. Washington withheld recognition of his administration. But the parallel rise of Batista, Grau’s fellow non-communist, was rapidly building up steam. Five hundred army officers,
  concerned by his discreet consolidation of power, barricaded themselves in the Hotel Nacional. On 2 October, he attacked. Two hundred officers were killed, mostly after they had surrendered.

  Five days later, Welles met Batista, and deduced that he was pro-American. In mid-November, another counter-revolution led to three days of fighting in Havana between the army, students and the
  government. In December, Welles advised Batista to take over and impose stability. By the middle of January, Grau found himself on a ship, sailing into exile, and Batista and Washington agreed on a
  placeholding president.16

  On 29 May 1934, Roosevelt abrogated the Platt Amendment, the source of much Cuban mistrust of Americans. This act was part of his Good Neighbor policy, a deliberate break with aggressive
  interventionism to refocus on reciprocal trade and investment. Roosevelt gave up several treaties privileging American interests in the region, withdrew troops, and promoted a new doctrine of
  non-intervention in Latin American affairs. He even turned up in person to end the occupation of Haiti, becoming the first American president to visit that country while in office. Though he had
  made a few regrettable statements about Haiti in the past, including calling its people ‘little more than primitive savages’, he received a cordial welcome.17

  Ten thousand Haitians assembled on the docks to watch the Marines sail away. As the ships disappeared from view, riots broke out. Telephone lines were cut. Bridges were destroyed. The new
  president, Sténio Vincent, declared martial law and suspended the constitution.18 Under the circumstances, it was difficult to conclude that the
  protracted period of American guidance had done much for Haiti’s political culture or stability.

  Nonetheless, Roosevelt’s attempt to change the United States’ image made a positive impact. When he toured Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay in 1936, hundreds of thousands of people
  turned out to cheer him.19 The Good Neighbor policy had made the United States popular in Latin America.

  •   •   •

  With much folderol, an escort of bodyguards toting submachine guns, and a spotless wardrobe of elaborate uniforms – designed by his own hand – Trujillo descended
  upon Port-au-Prince in November 1934. Norman Armour, an American diplomat, could not conceal his amusement. ‘Even at the receptions and dances, when the Generalissimo takes the floor, as he
  has done on occasion, to tread the light fantastic,’ Armour wrote to Sumner Welles, ‘he is followed around the room by his officers with hands pointedly resting on an ominous bulge in
  their hip pockets.’20 They were not just pleased to see him.

  Publicly, Trujillo made nice with the Haitian regime, then headed by the corrupt and authoritarian Sténio Vincent. Privately, he preferred the company of Elie Lescot, Haiti’s
  ambassador to the Dominican Republic; and of the powerful commander of the Haitian national guard, Démosthènes Calixte. Behind the scenes, he began channelling money to Lescot. In
  public, Trujillo and Vincent resolved a boundary dispute, and agreed on a treaty of friendship. The foreign secretary of the Dominican Republic submitted their names for the Nobel Peace Prize at
  the end of 1935. The Nobel Committee did not find the case persuasive. It was just as well, for the harmony between the Dominican Republic and Haiti was about to be destroyed.

  The Massacre River is named after a last stand by buccaneers in 1728. Its shallow, silvery waters divide the town of Ouanaminthe in Haiti from Dajabón in the Dominican Republic, one of
  three main crossing points on the border. In September 1937, Trujillo’s soldiers began an unusual operation around Dajabón. Dressed as peasants and armed with handfuls of parsley, they
  would approach black people and ask: ‘What’s this?’

  The Spanish word perejil, meaning parsley, is difficult for Creole-speaking Haitians to pronounce. If a person answered in a Creole accent, ‘pelegil,’ the soldier would whip
  out a machete or bayonet, and hack the presumed Haitian to death.

  At first, such stories seemed to be isolated incidents. True, there had long been a feeling against Haitian immigrants, legal and illegal, in the Dominican Republic. Though
  many came every year to cut sugar cane – a task not relished by native Dominicans – they were blamed for everything from malaria to stealing to sorcery. One of Trujillo’s slogans
  was ‘Desafricanazar las fronteras’ – de-Africanize the border. But few predicted that this meant genocide. On 1 October, a story spread that dozens had been killed at the town of
  Banica. It was widely dismissed as a rumour. The next day, a motorcade arrived at Dajabón. Trujillo himself emerged from his gleaming Packard outside the church, and addressed his people.
  ‘I came to the border country to see what I could do for my fellow countrymen,’ he told them. ‘I found that Haitians had been stealing food and cattle from our farmers here. I
  found that Dominicans would be happier if we got rid of the Haitians.’ He stamped his foot for emphasis. ‘I will fix that. Yesterday three hundred Haitians were killed at Banica. This
  must continue!’21

  That night, the orders were carried out. Trujillo’s officers had been told not to waste their bullets, so few Haitians were spared a slow death at the blade of a machete or the blunt end
  of a club. In the dark, hundreds of men and women plunged into the Massacre River and raced for the other side, splashing desperately through the waist-deep waters, clutching their babies and
  terrified, screaming children. But Trujillo’s troops had been ordered to kill, not to repatriate. Behind them, soldiers waded in, machetes flashing in the moonlight. Mutilated black bodies
  piled up on the bridge linking Dajabón and Ouanaminthe, so many that Trujillo’s men had to heave them off into the water at regular intervals. For days, the river ran red with the
  blood of the butchered. In Ouanaminthe and surrounding villages, thousands of the injured lay gasping and dying on mud floors, while locals struggled to improvise what little aid they
  could.22

  The frenzy spread. In Santiago de los Caballeros, almost 2000 black men, women and children were forced into a barracks, where they were beaten to death, or close enough. The army trucks on
  which their broken bodies, some still breathing, were piled to be taken away and dumped in the sea left thick trails of gore behind them on the roads. Trujillo’s soldiers tied people together
  in groups; then, one at a time, decapitated them. Piles of severed heads were seen on the roads out of Dajabón. Between two and five days after the massacre had started,
  and with just as little warning, it stopped.23

  The first small report appeared three weeks later, on 21 October, in the New York Times. Four days later, the newspaper had a fuller account, estimating the number of killed and wounded
  at 300. This was immediately denied by the Dominican consul in Washington, in a joint statement with Elie Lescot, Trujillo’s paid friend, now Haiti’s minister to the United States.

  Ten days later, the State Department summoned Lescot, who still denied it. Behind the scenes, he was engaged in a bitter struggle with Georges Léger, the Haitian foreign minister, who
  demanded that the facts be admitted. Quentin Reynolds of Collier’s magazine went to the Dominican Republic to investigate, and was received by Trujillo over lunch with Lanson champagne
  of the excellent 1928 vintage. ‘Yes, it is true,’ said Trujillo. ‘A few Haitian farmers crossed the border up North and tried to steal some goats and cattle from our farmers.
  There was a fight – very regrettable – and several were killed on both sides.’24 In person, Trujillo’s charm reminded Reynolds
  of Ernst Röhm; but, when he got to Ouanaminthe, Reynolds thought instead of a higher-ranking Nazi. ‘With Hitler it was the Jew,’ he wrote; ‘with Trujillo it was the
  Haitian.’

  Léger took matters into his own hands, and went to see Sumner Welles, now undersecretary of state. His allegations were shocking: at least 1000 Haitians were dead, and perhaps as many as
  5000. Horrified, Welles confronted Lescot, who reluctantly confirmed that it was so. Finally, Haiti was obliged to do as its own foreign minister demanded, and seek mediation from the United
  States, Cuba and Mexico. Trujillo cabled to Roosevelt, pleading that he had no idea what was vexing the Haitian government.25 Soon afterwards,
  Sténio Vincent announced that the confirmed death toll now stood at 8000.

  Trujillo took out a full-page advertisement in the New York Times, declaring his innocence. Eventually, though, he was obliged to accept a process of mediation. Before the end of 1937,
  the Times revised the death toll up to 12,000. An authoritative final count was never made, but estimates of the numbers really murdered during what became known as the Parsley Massacre
  range from 17,000 to 35,000 – between a quarter and half the total number of Haitians in the Dominican Republic.

  Soon afterwards, some details emerged of a plot sponsored by Trujillo to remove Vincent from the Haitian presidency, in favour of Démosthènes Calixte.26 Some wondered whether the Parsley Massacre was part of this plot. But the purpose of the massacre was more broadly to send a message, most obviously to the Haitians, but also
  to Dominicans, Americans and the world, that Trujillo must be feared. He was capable of doing anything. He might do anything, at any time, for any reason, if it pleased him to do it. And he would
  get away with it.

  For get away with it he did. The inter-American mediators settled on compensation of $750,000. This was not a great sum in any case, valuing as it did each Haitian life at between $21 and $44.
  It was reported that Trujillo paid the first instalment of $250,000 in 1938, and handed out $25,000 in cash to politicians in Port-au-Prince. None of the money ever reached the victims or the
  bereaved, and the rest of the compensation was never paid. The American congressman Hamilton Fish III, who led the outcry in the United States and in November 1937 called the Parsley Massacre
  ‘the most outrageous atrocity that has ever been perpetuated on the American continent’, was invited to the Dominican Republic. There, the Benefactor subjected him to a remarkable charm
  offensive, and defanged him completely. Just two years later, Ham Fish, now known cosily in the Dominican Republic by the literal translation of his name, ‘Jamón Pescado’,
  welcomed Trujillo to New York. At the Biltmore Hotel, while crowds outside shouted ‘Down with Trujillo!’, Fish declared to the beaming dictator and a large invited audience of American
  investors: ‘General, you have created a golden age for your country’. He also created a golden age for Jamón Pescado: $25,000 left Trujillo’s personal account at the
  National City Bank of New York, and at the same time an account at the same bank was opened with a deposit of $25,000 in the name of Hamilton Fish. Trujillo only pushed it too far in 1945, when he
  proposed to change the name of Dajabón to Ciudad Roosevelt. The American embassy objected, and the suggestion was dropped.27

  There is some evidence – not especially conclusive – that the State Department put pressure on Trujillo not to stand for president in the election of 1938, owing
  to the Parsley Massacre.28 This presented little inconvenience. Trujillo announced he was returning to private life, and filled the ballot paper with
  his placemen. On the day of the elections, Listín Diario proclaimed, ‘People! Vote for the candidates of the Dominican Party, Peynado and Troncoso, suggested by the Honorable
  President Trujillo!’29 Jacinto Peynado, the man who as minister of justice had shown mercy to a destitute young Trujillo, duly received 100 per
  cent of the vote, and was recognized by the United States.

  Peynado put up a neon sign outside his own house reading ‘Díos y Trujillo’. It was, as the Spanish-born Dominican academic Jesús de Galíndez acidly noted, a
  declaration of his submission to higher powers, though in reverse order.30 The ‘new’ administration promoted Trujillo’s son Ramfis,
  then nine years old, to brigadier-general. Trujillo theoretically retired. He took an apartment on Park Avenue in New York City with his wife and son. But soon after he arrived came the attack on
  Pearl Harbor. On behalf of the Dominican Republic, Trujillo, not Peynado, declared war on Germany and Japan. He hastened back to his homeland, and reclaimed overt power.

  Trujillo’s control over the Dominican Republic was now absolute. He renamed the capital, Santo Domingo, Ciudad Trujillo. Three provinces were renamed Trujillo, Trujillo Valdez (after his
  father), and Benefactor. The country’s highest mountain, also the highest in the Caribbean, became Pico Trujillo. After 1933, every new building had to include a plaque glorifying his name.
  After 1940, all public letters and documents had to bear two dates: that of the normal calendar, and that of the new calendar marking the Era of Trujillo. He had splendid stables, splendid
  kitchens, and the best yacht in the Caribbean, the Ramfis, with an all-American crew. To satisfy his prodigious sexual appetite, there was on his staff a lavishly paid official whose
  full-time job it was to procure beautiful women, preferably virgins, to be offered to him. Credible estimates suggest that he worked his way tirelessly through many hundreds of conquests, perhaps
  thousands. Women who resisted were fired from their jobs and slandered in the public press. Their fathers or brothers were sometimes beaten up or imprisoned until the women
  ‘consented’.31 His sexual exploits earned him the nickname ‘The Goat’ to complement his official titles: His Excellency
  Generalissimo Doctor Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina, Meritorious Son of San Cristóbal, Father of the New Fatherland, Benefactor of the Fatherland, Restorer of the Financial Independence of
  the Republic, Loyal and Noble Champion of World Peace, and Maximum Protector of the Dominican Working Class.

  As for the Dominicans living in the nation that was now, in effect, Trujillo’s private estate, they risked dishonour, torture and death if they did not submit. Trujillo stationed snipers
  outside foreign embassies, and had them shoot anyone attempting to run in to seek asylum. Even in murder, this immaculately attired tyrant cultivated a certain gentlemanly charm. The widows of the
  victims of his many political assassinations would often receive a personal letter of condolence and a cash payment. Sometimes, they would even be invited to the palace where, in their presence,
  Trujillo wept for their slain husbands.32

  •   •   •

  The Caribbean was not a major theatre of the Second World War. Trujillo had allowed Nazi agents to operate freely until 1939, and neither he nor Batista was keen to accept the
  Jewish refugees that Roosevelt tried to persuade them to take on. On the condition of American funding, Trujillo eventually agreed to accommodate between 50,000 and 100,000 European Jews, though
  nowhere near that number ever arrived. Instead, he was presented with political refugees from the Spanish Civil War. He accepted a number of these before realizing they included a proportion of
  known subversives and communists.33

  The Spanish exiles did represent a genuine, if not especially large, importation of European communist thought to the Americas. Trujillo cracked down on it fast, and banned further refugees.
  There had been another, more organized importation of communism to Cuba by Comintern, the Soviet agency set up to promote Marxism-Leninism in the third world. Comintern had funded a Cuban communist
  party in the 1920s, but Machado and then Batista had eliminated it.

  By 1940, though, Batista had become concerned with legitimacy. He held something approximating a free election, and signed along with a cross-section of Cuban politicians a
  new democratic constitution. During the following four-year term, he admitted two communists – Blas Roca and Carlos Rafael Rodríguez – to his cabinet. At this stage, to be
  communist was not to be anti-American. ‘The Cuban people need and desire close and cordial relations with the United States because they will derive innumerable advantages from these,’
  wrote the Marxist-Leninist Roca in 1943.34

  Outside the Dominican Republic, the Caribbean trend was towards progressive politics. In Puerto Rico, Luis Muñoz Marín’s Popular Democratic Party won the 1940 election, and
  promised – and delivered – reform. But in Haiti, the desire for liberation took its own, uniquely racialized form.

  Barred from politics, most Haitians channelled their hope into a strong religious feeling. Vodou, passed down from African slaves and evolved into a unique Haitian form, was the majority
  religion. But it was repressed by law, propaganda, and occasional government anti-Vodou drives. Vodouists compensated by matching forbidden loas to permitted Catholic saints. So Damballa, the snake
  loa, became St Patrick, who drove the snakes out of Ireland; Papa Legba, the guardian of crossroads and holder of the ‘key’ to the spirit world, became St Peter, with his crossed keys;
  Erzulie, the chaste loa of love and femininity, became the Virgin Mary. For Haitians, there was no contradiction in practising Vodou alongside Catholicism, with a sincere belief in each.

  During the 1930s, ideas of négritude – pride in a distinctly African identity – spread to Haiti. Along with this went a rehabilitation and celebration of Vodou. Jean
  Price-Mars, a distinguished Haitian intellectual staunchly opposed to the American occupation, published a treasure trove of Vodou fables, proverbs and songs, So Spoke the Uncle, in 1928,
  boosting the religion’s visibility and its reputation. A local version of négritude, known as noirisme, had already attracted Price-Mars’s less distinguished follower,
  François Duvalier.

  Duvalier had been born in 1907, only a few streets away from the National Palace. His father was a teacher. His mother worked in a bakery, and later went mad. He was raised by an aunt. He had
  been educated, but stood out neither academically nor socially. In person, he was introverted to the point of being a loner.

  During his teens, Duvalier had started to associate with fellow ethnology enthusiasts Louis Diaquoi and Lorimer Denis. In 1932, they would name themselves Les Griots, after a west African word
  for a bard. Denis and Duvalier (Diaquoi died in 1932) developed the idea that culture and psychology were biologically defined characteristics. A person’s character and behaviour, so they
  argued, were results not of experience, but of race. Therefore, whatever the influence of European and North American cultures on Haiti had been, Haitians of ‘pure’ black African
  descent were temperamentally and morally different from mulattos or whites.35

  Duvalier published pseudoscientific theories about race, and trained as a doctor. He did not involve himself with politics. ‘François was the only one of his generation who never
  knew the inside of a prison,’ remembered one of his friends.36 At the very end of 1939, at the church of St-Pierre in Pétionville, the
  diminutive black doctor married a tall mulatto nurse, Simone Ovide. None of the guests would have predicted that this unremarkable couple would ever amount to anything more than they already
  were.

  In 1943, Duvalier joined an American-funded public-health clinic at Gressier, near Port-au-Prince. He was selected to spend two semesters at the graduate school of public health at the
  University of Michigan, but failed the course on account of his poor English.37 Returning to Haiti, he set up another clinic under an American banner in
  Cabaret, a village up the coast from Port-au-Prince. His three daughters, Marie-Denise, Simone and Nicole, were born during the 1940s. A son, Jean-Claude, would follow in 1951.

  When he returned from the United States, Duvalier renewed his acquaintance with Lorimer Denis, now assistant director of the government’s Bureau of Ethnology, under Jean Price-Mars. Denis
  affected the air of a Vodou houngan, or priest, always carrying his coco macaque (a traditional cane) and wearing a hat, even indoors. Some found this style irresistibly amusing, but Duvalier was
  impressed. Denis introduced Duvalier to a rising black politician, Daniel Fignolé, and persuaded him to join their party, the Workers’ and Peasants’ Movement (MOP).
  ‘Duvalier was like the female egg that needs a male to make it produce,’ said one of their friends. ‘In this case Denis was the male.’38

  Despite the leftist ideals of the MOP, the union of Duvalier and Denis did not bring forth socialism. In 1948, the pair published The Class Problem throughout Haitian History. The
  dominance of the mulattos, they argued, was caused by a fundamental inequality of race, not of class. The struggle, therefore, was not a class struggle, but a race struggle. The men they saw as
  Haiti’s greatest liberators, including Toussaint L’Ouverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines, had been black. The time had come now for black Haitians to reassert themselves over the
  mulattos – by force, if necessary. (Duvalier did not allow the fact that his own wife, and by extension his children, were mulatto to temper his rhetoric.)

  By this time, Trujillo’s old friend Elie Lescot was president of Haiti, but the two had fallen out. In 1943, the Benefactor gave some Haitian mercenaries $30,000 and some lend-lease
  weapons from the United States to kill Lescot. When this attempt failed, Trujillo tried a different tactic: he published all the private correspondence that had passed between him and Lescot since
  1937. It showed that Lescot had embezzled large amounts of public money, taken Trujillo’s bribes to cover it up, and for almost a decade acted as a Dominican puppet.39 Lescot’s career was over. In the ensuing election, a moderate black candidate, Dumarsais Estimé, won. François Duvalier was offered a post in the new
  government as director of public health. He accepted, and shortly afterwards cut his ties with the MOP. Meanwhile, Trujillo busied himself trying to have Estimé poisoned, hoping for an
  excuse to invade Haiti.40

  In March 1946, James Byrnes, the American Secretary of State, wrote to President Harry S. Truman that Rafael Trujillo was ‘the most ruthless, unprincipled, and efficient dictator in this
  hemisphere’. It was neither Lescot’s fall, nor Trujillo’s plans to invade Haiti, that had disgusted Byrnes, so much as the Benefactor’s constant claims of being a friend to
  Washington: ‘His regime is completely unsavoury and we should scrupulously avoid even the appearance of lending him any support.’41 But
  Washington did continue to support him, with diplomatic recognition and military cooperation. American investors continued to make fortunes in the Dominican Republic. For many
  Latin Americans, though, Trujillo had ridden roughshod for too long. It was time to take up arms.

  •   •   •

  During 1947, an invasion force swelled its ranks in Cuba, planning a strike directly at Trujillo. Calling itself the Caribbean Legion, the force was supported by the
  governments of Venezuela and Guatemala, and tolerated by that of Cuba.

  A young Cuban activist, Carlos Franqui, was among the hundreds who signed up from all over Latin America. He was in distinguished company from across the political spectrum. The Legion was led
  by anti-Trujillo Dominicans, including a rising star of the exiled opposition, Juan Bosch. The Cuban president, Ramón Grau, supported it; the leader of the opposition, Carlos Prío,
  was involved; among the legionnaires was a senator, Rolando Masferrer, who had fought in the International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War, but was now in the process of moving from the left
  to the extreme right. Rómulo Betancourt, the future president of Venezuela, was also on board.

  Nonetheless, when Franqui arrived at the recruitment post in Antilla, he was not impressed. It was all ‘gangsters drinking whiskey and conflicts, immorality, ambitions.’ Among his
  fellow recruits was a young student from the University of Havana, Fidel Castro. ‘I blame myself as the man who gave him his rudimentary training in military affairs,’ said Rolando
  Masferrer late in life, after spending many years trying to kill Fidel. ‘He was in charge of a platoon of men and behaved very discreetly.’42

  Fidel came from Mayarí, deep in the ruralities of Oriente province. His father, Angel Castro, was a Spaniard, who fought as a conscript in the 1898 war and afterwards worked on the United
  Fruit Company’s railways. By 1930, Angel had become a landowner, with thousands of acres of sugar plantation. He had married a schoolteacher and produced two children, Pedro Emilio and Lidia,
  but his more meaningful relationship was with the family cook, Lina Ruz. That couple would eventually have seven children, and were married after Angel’s first wife died. Their sons were
  Ramón, Fidel and Raúl.43

  ‘We were considered rich and treated as such,’ Fidel admitted later. ‘I was brought up with all the privileges attendant to a son in such a family.’
  He was a badly behaved child. When he was just five or six, his parents sent him away to school with his brothers in the provincial capital of Oriente, Santiago de Cuba. ‘It all seemed
  extraordinary to me: the station with its wooden arches, the hubbub, the people,’ he said later. ‘I wet the bed on the first night.’44

  Young Fidel could usually be found in the middle of a fight. Once he bit a priest, and became the school hero. The Castro brothers were split up. Ramón went into practical training, and
  Raúl was sent to military school. Fidel threatened to set fire to his parents’ house if he were not permitted to continue academic study. Evidently, they believed him, for he was sent
  to the Dolores Jesuit school in Santiago. He was not yet ten years old. These pedagogic enterprises would make a deep impression. Ramón would grow up to be a farmer; Raúl would become
  a consummate military man; and Fidel, though he would become an atheist, would always retain a markedly Jesuitical streak.45

  In his teens, Fidel’s height shot up to six foot two, and his frame bulked out. He was named Cuba’s best school athlete. On his matriculation at the University of Havana in 1945,
  this country boy immediately challenged the president of the student federation to a fight. It is not known who won. In Havana during the 1940s, student politics were violent. Beatings were common;
  murders not unknown. Subsequently, plenty of claims have surfaced that Fidel was involved in those murders, but scant evidence.46

  Though full of bluster – he once rode a bicycle full-frontal into a wall, to prove his machismo – Fidel became famous on campus not for his muscle, but for his unusual charisma when
  he spoke. Those who met him one-on-one, though, encountered a very different creature from the witty, confident young man on the platform. In private, Fidel was soft-spoken, shy, and unsure of
  himself. He had many acquaintances, but few close friends. Some who have known him say that only his brother Raúl and his longtime companion Celia Sánchez ever became real
  confidants.

  In the spring of 1947, Eduardo ‘Eddy’ Chibás and Roberto Agramonte founded the Cuban People’s Party, generally known as the Ortodoxos. It was reformist and
  anti-corruption, though decidedly bourgeois. Owing to the communists’ cooperation with Batista, most members, including Chibás himself, were fiercely
  anti-communist.47 Fidel joined the same year. He also became a member of the student Insurrectionist Revolutionary Union. Despite its name, it was
  actually the moderate choice: he rejected the left-wing Revolutionary Socialist Movement. Both groups joined the Caribbean Legion.

  Cuba was then enjoying an interlude of democracy. The Ortodoxos believed firmly in democratic change. In 1947, any young Latin American looking for a revolution to get mixed up in turned to the
  Dominican Republic. And so Fidel, like many other idealists, enlisted, and travelled that September from Havana down through the miles of plantations that flanked Cuba’s spine to Antilla.
  From there, they sailed to Cayo Confites, a tiny, flat sandstrip with nothing on it but a clump of coconut palms, some long, tough grass, and a variegated collection of Latin American subversives
  attempting to train themselves to be guerrillas.

  ‘I spent three months living outdoors on a sandy key waiting for the signal to leave,’ Fidel would later write. ‘I was on the spot, ready to go into the fight against
  Trujillo.’ But Trujillo’s information network was well connected, and he realized what was happening. He made a plea to the United States. The United States put pressure on Grau’s
  administration. At the last minute, the Cuban navy turned up to stop the Legion’s ships. Fifteen hundred members of the Legion were taken prisoner. Fidel lashed his machine gun and ammunition
  belt to his back, leapt over the ship’s rail into the shark-infested waters of Nipe Bay, and swam several miles back to the mainland. He was the only legionnaire to escape.48

  •   •   •

  In the spring of 1948, Fidel was among four Cuban students sent to a congress of Latin American university associations in Bogotá, Colombia. There, on 7 April, Fidel met
  the popular progressive liberal leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán. He was impressed, and they arranged another meeting for two days later. It was not to be. That morning, Gaitán was
  murdered. As the news spread, riots broke out across the city.

  ‘People were wrecking streetlights; rocks flew in all directions,’ Fidel remembered. ‘Glass store fronts were shattering.’ And, where there was
  trouble, again there seemed to be Fidel at the centre of it. He ambled into a police station to stock up on equipment, furnished himself with a tear-gas gun, and moved on to the officers’
  quarters. Blithely, he sat down on a bed and pulled on a pair of army boots, ignoring the officer next to him screaming: ‘Not my boots! Not my boots!’ In his boots, Fidel stomped down
  to the courtyard and shoved his way to the front of a queue that had formed for guns.

  The rioting continued for three days, and became known as the Bogotazo. Fidel spent a couple of those days rampaging around Bogotá, though according to his own recollection he fired only
  four of the sixteen bullets that came with his gun. Later rumours that he went on a killing spree are unsupported by evidence. A thorough investigation at the time by London’s Scotland Yard
  – the agency requested by the Colombians – found no evidence that the Cubans had committed any crime during the Bogotazo, except for looting arms and stockpiling them in their hotel
  rooms. Further rumours, later given undue prominence, that the Bogotazo was started by communists, were scotched by American diplomats. The small Colombian communist party joined in the rioting, as
  did virtually every other political group in Colombia, but the dynamic of the conflict was Liberal versus Conservative. Eventually, Fidel and his colleagues found their way into the Cuban embassy,
  and were evacuated to Havana.49

  On 12 October 1948, Fidel married Mirta Díaz Balart, a fellow student. It was a love match, and neither family approved. Mirta’s father was a government official, close to Batista.
  Her brother Rafael had been leader of Batista’s youth faction. Fidel and Mirta honeymooned in New York City, thanks to Batista himself, who gave them $1000 as a wedding present.50 During the honeymoon, Fidel supposedly bought the copy of Das Kapital he would later read on the Isle of Pines, though his reading tastes at the time were
  politically and culturally eclectic. The following year, the couple had a son, Fidel, known as Fidelito.

  Legend has it that, around this time, the senior Fidel’s pitching for the University of Havana baseball team attracted attention from American scouts, including those of the Pittsburgh
  Pirates and the New York Giants. In 1949, the Giants allegedly offered Fidel Castro a contract, complete with a signing bonus of $5,000. History might have taken a very
  different turn had he accepted, but he did not.

  ‘We couldn’t believe he turned us down,’ said a negotiator for the Giants. ‘Nobody from Latin America had ever said “no” before.’51

  •   •   •

  In Haiti, Estimé’s government had fallen, and the public-health minister François Duvalier fell with it. The new regime was headed by Major Paul Magloire, a
  relatively personable pro-American military dictator. Duvalier offered the first hint of a harder side to his mild-mannered character when privately he pledged to Estimé that he would
  ‘take care of Magloire and his clique’.52 Estimé did not ask him to follow the threat through. Subdued again, Duvalier returned to
  private life, and to his work with the American health mission.

  Another casualty of Estimé’s fall was Clément Barbot, a handsome young official who had lost a minor position at the Ministry of Agriculture. Duvalier found him a job with
  the mission, and the two struck up a friendship. Duvalier coached Barbot, who had only had four or five years of schooling, to improve his reading. He also taught him some English.53

  Haiti was enjoying something of a renaissance. Development funds poured into the country, largely from the United States. Cosmetic improvements were made, and celebrities followed: Noël
  Coward, Truman Capote, Irving Berlin. In their wake, tourists flocked to Port-au-Prince to admire the pink blaze of the bougainvillea, the rickety gingerbread houses, the cockfights and domino
  tournaments in the streets, and the Vodou ceremonies specially arranged for their entertainment. The rum was cheap, and the brothels were even cheaper. In the background, though, there were
  political arrests without trial, restrictions on press freedom, closures of schools considered ‘subversive’, and abrogations of constitutional rights.54

  Meanwhile, the United States engaged in the Korean War. The sense that there was a global enemy, communism, and that it was the duty of the United States to fight it, was made a reality. In
  1947, President Harry S. Truman had declared the Truman Doctrine, arguing that it must be ‘the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by
  armed minorities or by outside pressures’.55 Though the original speech was carefully phrased, it was clear that by
  ‘outside pressures’ Truman referred to the Soviet Union. In the United States, a unique horror of communism took hold and stuck. Partly, this was for good reasons: Stalinism trampled
  upon many of the values Americans held most sacred, including life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. But the prospect of a new global enemy also created opportunities for vested interests,
  including the military, the industries around the military, and the intelligence services. During World War II, these interests had wielded great power. After the war, they would be reluctant to
  let it go.

  In the same year, the CIA warned that ‘Communist undercover penetration’ of Latin America, directed by Moscow, was at an advanced stage. At the behest of the United States, most
  Latin American countries signed the Rio de Janeiro Pact. This made the Monroe Doctrine multilateral: an attack against any one state from outside the hemisphere was considered an attack against all
  states within the hemisphere, and they would come together to fight it.56

  ‘Soviet policy in South America subjects the Monroe Doctrine to its severest test,’ said John Foster Dulles that year. ‘There is a highly organized effort to extend to the
  South American Countries the Soviet system of proletariat dictatorship.’ The idea that Soviet masses were marching on Latin America would become an unquestioned and enduring fundamental of
  American foreign policy. In 1947, though, fears of the Soviet Union extending its red tentacles over Latin America were a fantasy. Lenin had believed that it was possible for the third world to
  skip the capitalist stage of development and become communist, but Stalin, then in complete control of the USSR, doubted it. He neglected Comintern, the agency set up under Lenin to preach
  communism to the third world, and finally disbanded it in 1943. During its existence, it achieved no notable results. Stalin’s lack of interest was particularly pronounced when it came to the
  western hemisphere. ‘Latin America is a collection of US satellites,’ he had sneered dismissively in 1946. In 1951, he would add that it constituted ‘the obedient army of the
  United States’.57

  Likewise, Soviet-style communism held little appeal for Latin Americans. Though they were by no means homogeneous, there were certain common factors in many Latin nations
  that predisposed them against communism. Latin Americans, especially poor Latin Americans, tended to be very religious; communism entailed a rejection of religion. Most Latin American societies had
  low levels of industrialization; Marxism and Stalinism depended on the existence of a large industrial proletarian class. Converting the military to communism was a crucial factor in that
  ideology’s success in the USSR and China; but in much of Latin America, the military was already in a position of privilege. Communism did hold some appeal for a small contingent of bourgeois
  intellectuals; but the cultural, racial and sometimes linguistic gap between those intellectuals and the masses in Latin America was even wider than it was in much of the rest of the world.

  But there existed in most Latin nations, especially those in the Caribbean and Central America, a historical antipathy towards the United States. Its privilege was visible, and contrasted
  starkly with widespread poverty in Latin America. Its frequent political, military, cultural and economic interventions had not always been welcome. When the American government began to clamour
  about communism as its ultimate enemy, that ideology did acquire some counter-cultural cachet.

  Dictators like Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic – along with Anastasio Somoza in Nicaragua, Carlos Castillo Armas in Guatemala, Marcos Pérez Jiménez in Venezuela,
  and others – realized that the United States’ fear of communism could be exploited. Posing as strong men ordering back the red tide gave them legitimacy and purpose. The more communists
  they could drum up, and the more credible they could make them, the more financial and military support they could shake out of Washington’s pockets.

  If communists did not exist, the dictators were happy to invent them. In 1944, Trujillo created a Popular Socialist Party (PSP), and shipped in exiles to manage it. The PSP obediently declared
  itself Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist, and ran against him in the 1947 election. This allowed Trujillo to argue that the only significant opposition to his administration came from communists. After
  the election, the PSP was accused of terrorism, and its members were thrown in jail. Trujillo appeared to deal decisively with this pantomime ‘threat’ by outlawing
  all communist or anarchist groups. From then on, Trujillo ensured that rebellions against his regime were always defined as communist.58

  Meanwhile, the influential diplomat George Kennan toured Latin America, and decreed that the fight against communism should be the priority in the region. The United States, he said, should not
  object to ‘police repression by the local government’, were such action aimed at rebuffing the Soviets.59 Kennan’s arguments made a
  deep impression in Washington. The Good Neighbor policy had come to an end.

  •   •   •

  In August 1951, Eddy Chibás, the leader of Cuba’s Ortodoxos, was presenting his popular radio show one Sunday as usual. Following a lengthy oration about a
  corruption scandal, he finished on the words: ‘This is my last wake-up call!’ Listeners heard two loud bangs. Chibás had shot himself twice in the gut. His bizarre suicide was
  claimed as a political act. At his funeral, Fidel Castro stood among the guard of honour.60

  The democratic governments of Ramón Grau and Carlos Prío had disappointed many Cubans. Both were characterized by gangsterism and corruption. On 10 March 1952, Fulgencio Batista
  entered the military headquarters, Camp Columbia, with a pistol in his hand, just three months before elections were due to be held. Seventy-seven minutes later, he was in charge. Batista called
  his new regime ‘disciplined democracy’, and cancelled the elections.61 The ousted president, Prío, fled to Mexico.

  Fidel Castro, then a partner in a Havana law firm, had been a congressional candidate for the Ortodoxo Party. Like many, he was outraged by Batista’s coup. He attempted to file legal pleas
  against it, accusing Batista of sedition, among other offences. He had little hope of success, but meant to prove a point. ‘If I had failed to follow the course of the law,’ he said
  later, ‘how could I have been justified in doing what I had to do? How would I have been better than the dictator?’62

  Six days later, the Ortodoxos met at the tomb of Eddy Chibás in the grand necropolis of Havana’s Colón Cemetery. Fidel leapt atop the stone and cried: ‘Eduardo
  Chibás, we have come to tell you that we will prove worthy of your sacrifice and we will never halt in the struggle to set the nation free.’63 But nothing happened. No one rose up.

  In Havana, the American ambassador reminded the Cuban minister of state, Miguel Angel de la Campa, of Batista’s past links with communists, and implied that these were preventing the
  United States from recognizing his government. ‘I asked whether we might expect these close relations would continue,’ wrote the ambassador. ‘Dr. Campa said that the Provisional
  Government and he himself would do what could be done under the law to eliminate the freedom and privileges which the Communists were now enjoying in Cuba.’ Batista severed diplomatic
  relations with the USSR, and the United States granted him recognition.64

  •   •   •

  In 1953, Dwight D. ‘Ike’ Eisenhower was inaugurated as president of the United States. Senator Joseph McCarthy’s domestic crusade against communism was still
  charging forward. In private, Eisenhower deplored the ‘hysterical folly’ of McCarthy’s efforts. In public, he felt obliged to restate his detestation of communism
  frequently.65

  Ike had wanted John McCloy as his secretary of state but, owing to internal party politics, ended up with John Foster Dulles. He also made Foster’s brother, Allen, director of the CIA. The
  Dulles brothers were both lawyers by training. Foster, a devout Christian, saw the world in terms of good and evil. The battle between good and evil that most exercised him was the one between the
  ‘free world’ and communism. Blunt and awkward, he had a long roster of compulsive habits, which alarmed some of his colleagues: these included twirling a pencil in his ears or nostrils
  while thinking, stirring whisky with his finger, and a mysterious urge to chew candle wax.

  Allen, too, deplored communism, but his perception of the world accommodated shades of grey. While Foster assumed the style of an apocalyptic preacher, Allen was regularly described as a
  ‘gentleman spy’: affable, smooth, and loyal. Women, especially, found him easier to get on with, and he enjoyed their company to the full. When McCarthy’s reign of fire whipped
  through the State Department and the CIA, Allen protected his people. Foster did not.66

  Though Ike was more inclined to Allen’s line on communism than to Foster’s, he did believe that the Soviets were building a power base in the third world, and
  that the security and way of life of the United States depended on containing and defeating that threat.67 Nowhere in the world was that task more
  pressing than in Latin America. Whether or not Latin America was widely communist, it was certainly volatile. While two brothers took over the fight against communism in Washington, two very
  different brothers, in Cuba, were about to begin their revolution.

  




  CHAPTER 3

  QUACKING LIKE A DUCK

  On 25 July 1953, Harvey Wellman of the United States State Department invited Aurelio Concheso, the Cuban ambassador, to meet him in Washington. The Americans wanted an
  anti-communist law in Cuba, to match the one already instigated by Trujillo in the Dominican Republic. Concheso agreed to look into the matter, though he warned it would be difficult to go to the
  lengths the United States desired, such as having teachers dismissed on grounds of their political opinions. ‘He said that some might criticize such action as another example of the
  “Batista tyranny”,’ reported Wellman.1 Neither Wellman nor Concheso was aware that the very next day would be the foundation date of
  what would become the most significant communist revolution in the western hemisphere. Then again, Fidel Castro did not know that, either – and he was leading it.

  From Havana, Fidel had assembled a national network of revolutionary Ortodoxos. An estimated 150 cells had been created by the middle of 1953, with some 1200 members. Eventually, this
  organization would come to be known as the 26 July Movement, after the date of its first attack. Fidel insisted on strict moral discipline. Members did not drink, and his second-in-command, Abel
  Santamaría, advised the movement’s female members to guard their reputations against sexual impropriety.2

  Fidel had grown close to Abel while his brother, Raúl, had gone to Vienna that February to attend the World Youth Congress. On the trip, Raúl met delegates from
  Eastern Europe, and took up their invitation to venture behind the Iron Curtain. He travelled to Bucharest and Prague. According to intelligence reports held by the State Department in Washington,
  Raúl had travelled ‘not as a delegate but as an anti-Communist private citizen, at his own expense, and while there made a speech critical of communism’.3 The most important aspect of his visit – though one recognized by no one at the time – was the friendship he struck up during the journey back with Nikolai
  Sergeyevich Leonov, a young KGB recruit on his way from Prague to Mexico. When their ship docked at Havana, Leonov made Raúl give him the negatives of all the photographs taken of him during
  the crossing. He did not, at that stage, trust the Cuban to end up on the Soviets’ side.4

  On his disembarkation, Raúl was arrested. The police confiscated his diary. The local chief took it to Melba Hernández, a member of Fidel’s movement, to try to convince her
  that Raúl was a crackpot. ‘How can you believe all that?’ he asked. ‘Look at the way this diary describes the Socialist world! As a heaven on earth! I’ve never come
  across a heaven here.’5

  Raúl’s diary does not necessarily contradict the State Department’s intelligence and Leonov’s caution. Several months would elapse before he joined Socialist Youth, the
  Cuban junior communist party, in June. He may simply not have made up his mind when he returned to Cuba. Fidel stayed loyal to the Ortodoxos. He spent the summer in the tiny apartment at the corner
  of Calle 25 and Calle O in the centre of Havana occupied by Abel and his sister, Haydée, planning an attack on Batista’s regime.

  This put Raúl on the horns of a dilemma. Socialist Youth was not allied to the Ortodoxos, and to join Fidel and Abel would be a conflict of interest. But his loyalty to Fidel would prove
  more powerful than his newfound communism. On 24 July, Raúl broke his allegiance to Socialist Youth and followed his brother south to Santiago de Cuba. ‘It was wrong,’ he
  admitted later, ‘but I had only belonged to the Party for a month and a half and did not have a very keen feeling of belonging.’6

  Fidel had told his network to meet in a farmhouse in Siboney, rented by one among them on the pretext that he meant to start a chicken farm. The Movement was, by communist
  standards, bourgeois. Most of the men who met at Siboney were young, white, middle-class and highly educated; Haydée and Melba, the two women in the group, also fitted this description. One
  notable exception was Juan Almeida, a mulatto bricklayer.

  Before dawn on 26 July, Fidel told them of his real plan. He meant to stage a full assault on the Moncada Barracks in the centre of Santiago, to coincide with a simultaneous attack by a smaller
  group on a garrison at Bayamo. Once these had been taken, a manifesto would be read out over the radio, followed by a recording of Eddy Chibás’s final broadcast, Beethoven’s
  ‘Eroica’, and Chopin’s Polonaise in A flat.7 This, it was thought, would persuade the Cuban people to rise up. The steps in between
  taking Moncada and full-blown national revolution were vague, but those present seem to have agreed that the point was to land a blow, not to fell the dictator. It was a suicide mission. ‘Not
  everybody will have a death like this,’ Haydée’s fiancé, Boris Luis Santa Coloma, remarked with pride.8

  ‘You adhered voluntarily to the Movement,’ Fidel told them. ‘And today you must take part voluntarily in the attack. If anyone is not in agreement, now is the time to
  withdraw.’9 Of the 150 or so present, 9 or 10 opted out. The rest put on army uniforms over their clothes.

  Fidel and Abel had a squabble over deployment, each arguing that the other’s life was more valuable to the Movement and, therefore, that he should be given the safer role, leading the
  group that would set up the field hospital. Fidel won – putting himself in the frontal assault on the barracks. Just before five, a convoy of cars left Siboney for the short drive to
  Santiago.

  •   •   •

  The Moncada Barracks was a custard-yellow compound just outside the colonial centre of Santiago. It occupied a square, with the civil hospital opposite on one side, and the
  Palace of Justice, then the tallest building in town, on another. Fidel’s plan was for the main convoy to head straight to the front gate, opposite the Palace of Justice.
  The men in the first car would disarm the sentry, allowing the main column – led by Fidel in the second car – to swarm in behind them. Meanwhile, Raúl’s group, led by
  Léster Rodríguez, would set up a machine gun on the roof of the Palace of Justice, to provide cover, and Abel would lead a group of soldiers and medics, including Haydée and
  Melba, to take over the hospital.

  At 5.17 a.m., the first car, containing Renato Guitart, Jesús Montané and Ramiro Valdés, drew up at the front gate. The three leapt out. ‘Attention! The general is
  coming!’ barked Valdés, unhooking the chain across the entrance. For an instant, the sentries were fooled. It was a long enough instant for the attackers to snatch their guns. As the
  sergeant of the guard reached for his alarm bell, the first shot was fired. It hit him, though he slumped against the bell anyway and rang it. Guitart ran into the barracks in search of the radio
  station, from which he was to broadcast the manifesto.

  Montané and Valdés gave the signal for the rest of the column to move in. Just as the cars began to accelerate, an army patrol jeep turned unexpectedly into the street. Unlike the
  sleeping soldiers in the barracks, the men in the jeep were ready and alert. The lieutenant leapt out and raised his pistol at Fidel’s car.

  Fidel, at the wheel, shouted: ‘Take care of the lieutenant!’ Gustavo Arcos, in the back seat, leaned out of the car with his rifle. As he did so, Fidel stamped on the accelerator. He
  hit the kerb; the car jumped, and the rear door slammed hard into Arcos, knocking him back. The lieutenant fired, and hit him. Arcos tried to crawl back into the car, but the soldiers in the jeep
  had readied the machine gun mounted upon it. A volley of bullets tore through Fidel’s car and into Arcos.

  Meanwhile, Raúl and the sniper group had entered the Palace of Justice. Its half-asleep sergeant answered the door to them unawares, still doing up his trousers. At gunpoint, they forced
  him back into the lobby. Then, the first shots were heard from Moncada.

  ‘What’s happening?’ asked the sergeant.

  ‘Batista has fallen,’ snapped Raúl. Slight, blond and baby-faced, he looked younger than his twenty-two years. But he was, according to those who knew him, even tougher than
  his brother. He shot the lock off the stairs to the roof, and they all trooped up to survey the scene.

  The picture below was one of chaos. Guitart lay dead at the door of the radio station. Arcos was being carried into a car – he was alive, though filled with bullets.
  Montané and Valdés had control of the sleeping quarters, complete with fifty-five prisoners, but the rest of the garrison’s men were now in the fight. Rebels were dotted around
  the scene, behind cars and walls, taking potshots at soldiers. Fidel was crouched by the army jeep, waving frantically to signal the men through the main gate. In a daring manoeuvre, a group of
  them ran straight across the open parade ground and up the steps on the outside of the barracks to what they had identified as the armoury. When they got inside, it turned out to be the barber
  shop.

  From the roof of the Palace of Justice, the rebel snipers were able to shoot the occasional soldier. But their main target – the sandbagged machine gun on the roof of the officers’
  mess – was out of sight. They descended to the top floor and tried to fire out of the windows, but still could not hit the main gun.

  Better armed and better trained, Batista’s forces soon regained the upper hand. The rebels realized that they were losing. Fidel sent messengers to the hospital and the Palace of Justice,
  but they were captured. The snipers could see what was going on, and decided themselves to make a run for it. As they reached the lobby, a police van screeched to a halt outside. Its five occupants
  jumped out and hammered on the door.

  Raúl flung the door open, snatched the sergeant’s pistol, and turned it on him. Taken by surprise, the policemen were easily arrested. Raúl ordered them into a small office
  and barricaded them in.

  The shooting outside had stopped, and for some time the snipers debated what they should do next. Finally, one simply put down his rifle, took off the uniform he wore over his civilian clothes,
  and walked out. Raúl followed, but headed in a different direction, towards the railroad tracks. The others dispersed into the city.10

  Abel’s group had set up a base in the civil hospital. But they, too, could see that the battle was over. Abel took the two women aside. ‘We are lost’, he admitted. ‘You
  and I know what is going to happen to me and, possibly, to all of us.’ To comfort Haydée, he added: ‘Don’t you realize that Fidel will live, that Fidel
  really must not die, that Fidel will stay alive and he is now retreating into the hills?’11 Soldiers stormed in. The rebels were arrested and,
  moments later, the women could see Abel being dragged out into the yard. The soldiers were beating him with the butts of their guns.

  The survivors of all three groups had scattered, and around sixty managed to escape. Eight were dead, and eight wounded. The rest were taken to the military prison. There, they were beaten and
  abused while their guards attempted to extract information about the extent of the conspiracy.12 Journalist Robert Taber later interviewed rebel
  Jesús Montané, formerly an accountant, and asked how he had felt when he was in the cell, his torturer preparing to castrate him. ‘For us, to die for la patria is a
  satisfaction,’ Montané explained. Then, as an afterthought, he added: ‘Luckily, an officer intervened at that moment.’13 Taber
  was unable to comprehend how a man could be so indifferent to his own castration, let alone death. But within Cuban culture, Montané’s willingness to sacrifice his body or even his
  life for his political cause was part of a long tradition. José Martí had done it. Eddy Chibás had done it. Fidel would eventually coin the slogan Patria o muerte
  – homeland or death – and mean it literally.

  Haydée and Melba were locked in a cell, and overheard a guard saying: ‘That one with the two-tone shoes, he’s for it!’ The man with the two-tone shoes was
  Haydée’s fiancé, Boris Luis Santa Coloma. He had escaped the attack on the barracks but, when he heard Haydée was trapped at the hospital, returned to save her. Instead,
  he had been captured. While Haydée and Melba sat powerless, he was tortured within their earshot. Finally, he achieved that rare and glorious death he had anticipated that morning.

  The two women were transferred to the basement of the prison. Haydée whispered to Melba: ‘If Abel isn’t here, that means they’ve killed him.’ Together, they walked
  through the dark, hands clutching each other, peering desperately into each cell as they were marched past. When they reached the last one, and Abel was not in it, Melba felt Haydée’s
  hand go limp.14

  ‘I do not remember anything else clearly,’ said Haydée, ‘but from that moment on, I thought of nobody but Fidel . . . So long as Fidel was alive,
  Abel, Boris, Renato and the others were not dead. They would live in the person of Fidel who would make the Cuban Revolution and would lead the people of Cuba to their destiny.

  ‘The rest was a haze of blood and smoke: the rest belonged to death.’15

  •   •   •

  On the hot, dusty railroad tracks outside Santiago, Raúl Castro was trudging north. He walked all day, and that night slept in a field of sugar cane. The next morning,
  he arrived at Dos Caminos de San Luis, went to buy bread, and was arrested. He explained to the officers that he had gone to Santiago for the carnival, but had run out of money and was obliged to
  walk home. It took the police thirty-six hours to establish his real identity.16

  Fidel, meanwhile, fled with the rump of his rebels back to the chicken farm at Siboney. He announced that he was heading into the Sierra Maestra, the mountains to the west. Those who wanted to
  come with him were welcome. Eighteen did. They went up into the Cordillera de la Gran Piedra, pursued by soldiers.

  Most of the outlaws were quickly captured. Soon, only three remained free, Fidel among them. On the first day of August, he was sleeping in a palm-thatched hut outside a farm. Soldiers crept
  into the hut, and bound their hands before they woke. Several wanted to shoot Fidel then and be done with it, but the commander of their platoon refused to let them. He ordered the three captives
  to be taken to the civilian jail in Santiago, not the military jail. This intervention almost certainly saved Fidel’s life.

  Of the hundred or so prisoners taken from among the Moncada attackers, fifty-nine were murdered after their arrests. To that total may be added several of the men who simultaneously attacked the
  garrison at Bayamo. Two were found hanging by the side of a road, and three at the bottom of a well.17

  Back in Washington, Aurelio Concheso, the Cuban ambassador, seemed unconcerned. He told the State Department that the attack on Moncada Barracks had strengthened Batista’s administration,
  for ‘it had shown that the armed forces are solidly behind the Government, which would handle promptly and efficiently any attempted revolution.’18 Neither Concheso nor the State Department made any connection between this revolutionary act and communism, for the good reason that there was none.

  The Moncada attack came in for much criticism from across the wide spectrum of Batista’s opposition. This included a stinging comment from the Popular Socialist Party (PSP), Cuba’s
  communist party. ‘We repudiate the putschist methods of the action in Santiago de Cuba and Bayamo, which are characteristic of bourgeois political factions,’ it said in an official
  statement. ‘The heroism shown by the participants in these attacks is false and sterile, for it is guided by mistaken bourgeois conceptions.’ Batista later attempted to blame the attack
  on communists. This made the PSP hate Fidel even more.19

  In the wake of Moncada, hundreds were arrested. The trials started at the end of September. After two days of Fidel taking the stand, which he used to detail at length the tortures meted out to
  his co-conspirators, it was announced that he had fallen ill and would no longer be appearing. Melba Hernández concealed a note from Fidel in her hair, and dramatically unfurled it in front
  of the court. In it, Fidel confirmed that the army was preventing him from appearing. The judges ordered that he be safeguarded, and again his life was saved.

  Herbert Matthews of the New York Times later remarked to Juan Almeida that Fidel’s ability to survive situations of extreme danger must indicate great good luck.

  ‘No! No!’ replied Juan. ‘No suerte, testículos!’ (Not luck, balls!)20

  In mid-October, after the mass trials had been concluded, Fidel was tried alone in a heavily guarded makeshift courtroom. He defended himself. Instead of refuting the charges, he put forward a
  critique of Batista’s regime. Later, he would reconstruct this from memory, and publish it. Though Fidel polished his words for publication, the substance seems to reflect what was said.
  ‘I do not fear prison, as I do not fear the fury of the miserable tyrant who took the lives of seventy of my colleagues,’ he concluded. ‘Condemn me. It does not matter. History
  will absolve me.’21 He was sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment on the Isle of Pines.

  •   •   •

  At the end of 1953, Dwight D. Eisenhower wrote to a senator privately that he believed ‘the work of the Soviet Communist Fifth Column does indeed
  constitute an international conspiracy’. His government, he said, was ‘determined to use every appropriate means to counteract it’. Equipped with an understanding of the armed
  forces that would be matched by no subsequent president, Ike resisted military and civilian pressure to commit too much to what he would call the ‘military-industrial complex’, lest it
  come to be more powerful than the government.22 But a careful balance had to be maintained. This concept of a global conspiracy called
  ‘international communism’ was of vital importance, for it legitimized the United States’ fight against communism; and the United States’ fight against communism was a major
  plank of its government’s legitimacy with its own electorate.

  The Soviet Union had shown no significant interest in Latin America for a decade. According to the limited sources available, the KGB made no payments at all to communist parties in Latin
  America between 1943 and 1955.23 Yet if the United States wanted to use the 1947 Rio de Janeiro Pact to fight communism, it had to demonstrate that the
  communism in question had originated and was being managed outside the western hemisphere. There was no legal basis for opposing Latin American communism if Latin Americans had come up with it of
  their own accord. And so the view came to be taken that, as the Republican senator Alexander Wiley told Congress in 1954, ‘There is no Communism but the Communism which takes orders from the
  despots of the Kremlin in Moscow. It is an absolute myth to believe that there is such a thing as homegrown Communism, a so-called native or local communism.’24

  Not only was it difficult to prove that communism was being imported from outside the hemisphere, it was difficult to prove that it existed within the hemisphere except as a tiny minority. Few
  leading Latin American politicians described themselves as communists. ‘Many times it is impossible to prove legally that a certain individual is a communist,’ admitted the diplomat
  Richard Patterson in 1950, ‘but for cases of this sort I recommend a practical method of detection – the “duck test.” The duck test works this way: suppose you see a bird
  walking around in a farm yard. This bird wears no label that says “duck.” But the bird certainly looks like a duck. Also, he goes to the pond and you notice that he swims like a duck.
  Then he opens his beak and quacks like a duck. Well, by this time you have probably reached the conclusion that the bird is a duck, whether he’s wearing a label or
  not.’25 By the logic of the duck test, a regime that looked dubious to the Americans could be considered communist, even if it did not consider
  itself communist and had no links to the USSR or China. But while the State Department may have had no problem identifying ducks, its ability to identify communists was unproven. The question of
  what a communist actually was seems hardly ever to have been raised. In the era of McCarthy, it was patriotic to presume that communists were anti-American, anti-freedom, and bent on massive
  clandestine infiltration of the western hemisphere.

  Rafael Trujillo, meanwhile, was an expert at identifying communists. He identified scores of them each year. Asked whether every single one of his opponents could really be a communist, he
  confirmed: ‘Yes, they are all Communists. No patriotic Dominican who loves his place of birth would try to overthrow its stable, beneficial government except Communists.’26 The deafening chorus of quacking from Ciudad Trujillo soon reached the ears of John Foster Dulles, who in early 1953 signed a bilateral military assistance
  agreement with Trujillo. The Benefactor came to the United States at the beginning of 1953, and met President Truman. He returned two months later, and met President Eisenhower. Repeatedly, he
  proposed a pan-American fight against communism. The State Department had heard rumours that Trujillo planned to expropriate American businesses in the Dominican Republic, and proceeded with
  caution; yet still it proceeded, and Trujillo received arms, fighter jets, and a military assistance team.27

  •   •   •

  Though Trujillo staged his own duck hunt in the Dominican Republic, it was in Guatemala that the United States would first try its hand at the sport. Jacobo Arbenz
  Guzmán had been elected president of Guatemala in 1951. Over 90 per cent of that country’s farmable land was under the control of large landowners or foreign corporations. Arbenz
  proposed reform. Each landowner would be permitted a certain acreage. Over that, unused land would be expropriated by the Guatemalan government, and redistributed to the landless peasants who made
  up over half the population. Between 1952 and 1954, Arbenz redistributed 1.5 million acres to 100,000 poor families. Compensation was offered to the previous landowners. The
  United Fruit Company had been the largest landowner in Guatemala, and lost 400,000 acres. Arbenz offered it $1.2 million. It demanded $30 million. Both Allen and Foster Dulles had had decades-long
  associations with United Fruit, as advocates and advisers.28 Much has been made of these links subsequently, perhaps too much. From its headquarters in
  Foggy Bottom, a few blocks from the White House, the CIA had begun to draw up contingency plans for the overthrow of the Guatemalan government in 1951, the year before Arbenz’s programme of
  agrarian reform began.

  The right wing in Guatemala, like Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic, had learned how to exploit American fears of communism. During the 1930s, under Jorge Ubico, anyone who spoke out
  against the interests of the landed elite in Guatemala was in danger of being labelled a communist. At one point, Ubico even described Roosevelt’s New Deal as ‘communistic
  activities’.29 In fact, Arbenz’s land redistribution was not communist by Moscow’s definition, nor Marx’s. A communist would have
  nationalized the land. Arbenz did not. He transferred it from large and often foreign private landowners to small domestic private landowners. This was democratization of stakeholding, a centrist
  policy which would a decade later be supported by the State Department in other parts of Latin America.30

  Among the many political parties with which Arbenz cooperated was the communist Guatemalan Workers’ Party (PGT). In a population of around 3 million, the PGT claimed just 5000 members.
  ‘Yes, Guatemala has a very small minority of communists,’ William Prescott Allen, a friend of Eisenhower’s, told the president, ‘but not as many as San
  Francisco.’31 Undaunted, the CIA began to search for links between the PGT and their presumed masters in Moscow. The agency’s exhaustive
  investigations established that the grand total of the party’s financial dealings with the Soviet Union amounted to a bill for $22.95 for Marxist literature, which the Guatemalans had ordered
  from a Moscow supplier. But when the Guatemalan parliament observed a minute’s silence upon Stalin’s death in March 1953, there was a serious case of the jitters in Foggy
  Bottom.32

  A new ambassador, John E. Peurifoy, was chosen. Echoing Teddy Roosevelt, he cabled back to Washington: ‘I have come to Guatemala to use the big stick.’ To the
  House of Representatives, he soon confirmed that Arbenz ‘talked like a Communist, and if he is not one, Mr. Chairman, he will do until one comes along’.33 Eisenhower authorized the destabilization of Arbenz, and Allen Dulles put the plans in motion. They were managed by CIA agents Tracy Barnes and Jake Esterline, who would later
  work on the Bay of Pigs invasion, and by E. Howard Hunt, later involved in both the Bay of Pigs and the Watergate break-in.

  The CIA attempted to bribe Arbenz, who declined. It planted articles in Chilean newspapers, alleging that his ministers were communists; then, it presented these to the American press as
  evidence of Latin American opinion. It planted a cache of ‘Soviet’ weapons on the Nicaraguan coast. It sponsored the bombing of bridges, military bases, and private property. It sent
  out instruction manuals for terrorism, describing in detail and with diagrams how to make bombs. In Honduras, it trained an invasion force under Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas. With Castillo Armas,
  it drew up a death list of fifty-eight Guatemalan politicians and leaders who were thought to lean to the left.34

  In March 1954, Foster Dulles attended an Organisation of American States (OAS) conference in Caracas, and spoke out against ‘international communism’. The Guatemalan foreign
  minister, Guillermo Toriello, took him on, at one point baldly asking: ‘What is international Communism?’

  ‘It is disturbing that the foreign affairs of one of our American Republics are conducted by one so innocent that he has to ask that question,’ Dulles replied. But Toriello, as even
  Dulles himself admitted, won the point and the debate. The United States, said Toriello, was ‘cataloguing as “Communism” every manifestation of nationalism or economic
  independence, and desire for social progress, and intellectual curiosity, and any interest in progressive or liberal reforms’.35

  With rumours of an imminent invasion swirling, Arbenz did inquire about help from the Soviet Union. Though it was supportive of his aims, it had no intention of getting involved. Instead, in a
  one-off deal, he ordered arms from Czechoslovakia. In May 1954, they turned up: so old that some apparently bore Nazi insignia. Many were useless. Nonetheless, Foster Dulles was
  outraged, and Jack Peurifoy declared that the United States was at war. Eisenhower ordered a naval blockade, which was indeed an act of war. This alarmed some of the United States’ own
  allies. Britain and France both made noises about supporting Guatemala in its appeal to the United Nations. Ike made it clear that, were they to do so, he would support the appeals brought against
  them by Egypt, Cyprus, Indochina and Algeria.36

  Castillo Armas’s invasion of Guatemala was defeated. But the Guatemalan army was disquieted by the United States’ opposition to the democratic president, and its officers decided to
  act before another invasion could be mounted. On 27 June, Arbenz was ousted by the army. In early July, the American ambassador installed Castillo Armas as president. For Guatemala, there followed
  forty years of oppressive military rule.
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