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Authors’ Note


Everything in this book is true according to transcript, interview, secondary source, or official document. Interpretations, deductions, and opinions, which should be clear from context, are our own.







Introduction



On November 1, 1950, two Puerto Rican Nationalists named Oscar Collazo and Griselio Torresola pulled German automatic pistols and attempted to storm Blair House, at 1651 Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington, D.C., where the president of the United States, Harry S. Truman, was at that moment—2:20 P.M. on an abnormally hot Wednesday—taking a nap in his underwear. They were opposed by a Secret Service security detail led by Special Agent Floyd M. Boring, consisting of Special Agents Vincent P. Mroz and Stewart G. Stout, Jr., and White House police officers Leslie W. Coffelt, Joseph O. Davidson, Joseph H. Downs, and Donald T. Birdzell. In the brief exchange—under forty seconds—between twenty-nine and thirty-one shots were fired in an area about ninety feet by twenty feet, though the exchange broke into two actions at either end of the property, where the ranges were much shorter. When it was over one man was dead, another was dying, and two more were seriously injured.

The story was of course gigantic news—for about a week. What’s remarkable about it is not how big a story it was but how quickly it went away. Today, few Americans even remember it, or if they do, they have it mixed up with a later event. In 1954, four Puerto Rican Nationalists pulled guns and shot up Congress. Soon enough the two stories melded in the U.S. folk imagination under the rubric of stereotype: hot-tempered Latin revolutionaries, undisciplined, crazy even, pursuing a dream that made no sense at all, Puerto Rican independence.

Even those few North Americans who could distinguish between the two events couldn’t prevent the actual thing itself from eroding, losing its detail and meaning and settling sooner rather than later into a kind of comforting folk narrative. For Americans, it always encompassed the following points:

The grievances Oscar and Griselio were expressing were fundamentally absurd: Puerto Rico had been given the gift of United States culture and political traditions and was rapidly becoming Americanized, as it should be. What was wrong with these two that they didn’t understand how benevolently they had been treated?

Americans believed they were a little crazy. The evidence is clear: the assault was thrown together on the run by these two men of no consequence and no meaningful cause. One of them didn’t even have a gun, so the other had to go out the day before and buy him one. They were upset by newspaper reports of what was going on in Puerto Rico, where an equally silly group of men were attempting a coup, like they do down there all the time, something equally stupid and futile.

In Washington, the two gunmen further expressed their deep state of mental disorganization by acting in strange ways.

On the morning of the attempt, for example, they went sightseeing. It turned out they thought Truman lived in the White House, and a cabdriver told them the president had moved across the street while the White House was being remodeled. Then, back in the hotel room, one had to teach the other how to work the gun.

One of them even went up to the hotel clerk on the day of the attempt as he was leaving and inquired about an extended checkout time.

And that was the smart one!

The dumb one was an unemployed salesman, a ladies’ man, an abject failure in life. Nothing at all is known about this fellow, but why should it be, since he is so predictable: like so many disgruntled would-be assassins, this was his chance to count in a world that had denied his existence. They had no plan and no understanding of tactics.

In the actual fight itself, the Secret Service and the White House policemen essentially brushed them aside.

The two never came close to getting into Blair House. And even if they had, it would have made no difference, as an agent with a tommy gun was waiting just inside the door.

Harry Truman was never in any mortal danger.

In the end, many Americans concluded, it was more a joke, a farce, an opera buffa, than anything else.

There is only one trouble with assigning these meanings to the 38.5 desperate, violent seconds of November 1, 1950.

Every single one of them is wrong.








1. A Drive Around Washington



This story could start in a great number of places. It could start with Columbus’s arrival on a Caribbean island called Borinquen in 1493, or General Nelson A. Miles’s arrival on the same island, now called Puerto Rico, in 1898. It could start at a Harvard graduation, a football game in DuBois, Pennsylvania, the collapse of a staircase railing in the capitol in San Juan, even a Virginia farm boy’s decision to go to the city and become a police officer.

But no matter where it starts, it ends in the same place: a fury of gunfire that broke apart a quiet afternoon on Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C., just across from the White House, November 1, 1950. It ends as most gunfights do: with men dead, men wounded, wives in mourning, causes lost, lives shattered, duty followed hard, and regrets that never pass.

But let’s begin—arbitrarily, to be sure—at 3:18 P.M., September 23, 1950, in Washington. On that day at that time, a father and a daughter slipped out the back door of their Federal-style townhouse, climbed into a well-waxed specially built black Lincoln driven by a tough-looking customer who carried a gun, and went for a little drive. The old man may have looked like a rich snoot out on the town but “rich snoot” doesn’t describe him: he was famously plainspoken, hardworking, sensible, tough and had the common touch. He was sixty-six, well dressed, a giver-of-hell from the Show-Me State, a man who stood in the kitchen no matter the heat. He was the thirty-third president of the United States, Harry S. Truman.

His daughter, half a head shorter, was an elegant, poised young woman who took more after her mother than the pepperpot ex-haberdasher, ex–artillery officer who was her father. Margaret Truman, twenty-six, was pursuing a career as a concert singer, touring the East Coast; she always had the dignity of a diva. She had taken this weekend off and had returned Friday afternoon by train from New York—Compartment A, Car 250, Train 125, accompanied by Special Agent Theodore Peters—to visit her father while her mother, Bess, was off in the Truman hometown of Independence, Missouri.

The mansion the president departed that afternoon bore the name Blair-Lee House, sited diagonally across Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House. A regal, elegant dwelling from the outside, it served as substitute home for the chief executive family while the 130-odd-year-old living quarters of the White House across the street were being modernized.

The father and daughter were close: he was a devoted and doting dad who a few months later would fire off an angry letter to Washington Post music critic Paul Hume, who had said unkind things about his daughter’s singing. “Some day I hope to meet you. When that happens you’ll need a new nose, a lot of beefsteak for black eyes, and perhaps a supporter below!” the president wrote, giving hell as was his style.

The drive, to nowhere important, lasted a little less than an hour, until 4:12 P.M. The day had clouded over but it was warm—74 degrees at 3:15—and it is not recorded what the two discussed as they traveled. But it can’t have been a happy time.

For even as they moved through the quiet streets of the capital and enjoyed the pleasure of an early fall day, a political drama played out under the big white dome that stood upon the hill that dominated the federal triangle. Possibly the president didn’t look at the Capitol; he suspected he was going to lose this one, and his mood must have been disgust and contempt.

The drama, at that very second dominating the U.S. Senate, swirled about the McCarran Act, an eighty-one-page accumulation of internal security—some would call it “red-scare”—legislation proposed by an old enemy of Truman’s from the Senate, the seventy-four-year-old Democrat from Nevada. Pat McCarran, a man with “a profile that belonged on a Roman coin: a large hawkish nose that seemed to incline lower with age and thick, wavy white hair cresting high on his head,” was a shrewd politician and, unlike the more famous but less effective Joseph McCarthy, he was an insider, “a master of parliamentary procedure.”

His bill was a patchwork of the many different security bills that had been circulating around the Congress in the years after World War II when, in the wake of several security scandals such as those involving Alger Hiss, Klaus Fuchs, and the Rosenbergs, the fear of communist espionage and subversion was at its highest; the act mandated, among other things, that communists and front groups register with the government and declare their literature as propaganda, that communists not hold passports or governmental jobs, and that it was now a crime to commit “any act that might contribute to the establishment of a totalitarian dictatorship in the United States,” whatever that might be.

When he introduced it on September 5, McCarran had all but declared war on his opponents: “I serve notice here and now that I will not be a party to any crippling or weakening amendments and that I shall oppose with all the power at my command any move to palm off on the American people any window-dressing substitute measure in the place of sound internal security legislation.”

Truman wasn’t an anti-anti-communist—in 1946, he crafted a temporary loyalty security program for the federal government and made it permanent in 1947—and he was aware that his administration had a reputation for being “soft on communism.” But this was too much. Like many, he believed the bill was a modern-day version of the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 and he had “a bedrock belief that the Bill of Rights was the most important part of the Constitution.”

It was a classic Washington mano a mano: two strong-willed men at opposite ends of the Mall locked in bitter opposition over a principle of governance, each willing to fight to the end to win the day, no matter the cost.

Thus, when the bill was passed by both House and Senate after much shrewd maneuvering by McCarran and despite dire warnings from many on Truman’s own staff and even his vice president, Alben Barkley, who knew which way the wind blew, Harry Truman chose to stand against the wind: he vetoed it.

The veto was immediately overturned in the House, and now this very day, this very hour, the Senate argued the issue. The president had made his position clear to that body the day before in a message read by the clerk: “I am taking this action only after the most serious study and reflection and after consultation with the security and intelligence agencies of the government…. We would betray our finest traditions if we attempted, as this bill would attempt, to curb the simple expression of opinion. This we should never do, no matter how distasteful the opinion may be to the vast majority of our people.”

Now only a few argued for the veto, but they held the floor, primarily on the efforts of Senator Bill Langer, a Republican from North Dakota, who had well-known libertarian tendencies; Langer had embarked on a kind of one-man filibuster. In the Senate it was Langer against the world, and everybody knew who would win.

As he drove about the town with his beloved daughter next to him, Harry Truman knew that there was nothing left to do but wait.

 

The president had another, more dangerous, adversary that day than the senator from Nevada. Where a Pat McCarran came at him with brilliant parliamentary moves, with subtleties of agenda, with fakes and jukes and feints, the angry Puerto Rican Nationalist Pedro Albizu Campos would come more directly—he would send men with guns.

Albizu Campos, sometimes called “El Maestro” or “The Maximum Leader” or by his intimates “The Old Man,” was smallish, olive-skinned, and electric with an almost religious fervor to his beliefs. Harvard-educated and by most standards brilliant, and committed to the ideal of an independent Puerto Rico, the fifty-seven-year-old was a riveting speaker, a shrewd plotter, and commanded the allegiance of a small army of armed, black-shirted soldiers. On this same day, September 23, 1950, he gave a fiery speech that revealed his intentions, not that they had ever been secret and even if they flouted an infamous act called Law 53, which outlawed the expression of such sentiments in Puerto Rico. His words make an interesting counterpoint to Truman’s veto message to the Senate and reveal the essence of this other 1950 mano a mano between two strong men, with not the Mall but an ocean and a culture and a history between them.

At 3:00 P.M.—Harry Truman, lunch and his last official appointment behind him, was getting ready to leave Blair House with Margaret—Albizu appeared at the Gonzáles Theater of Lares, a mountain town a few hours to the south of San Juan, before an audience of three hundred. The speech he delivered was recorded, and broadcast that same evening over radio station WCMN of Arecibo.

It was the climax of a busy day for the Old Man, as his watchers from the Insular Police Internal Security section carefully noted.

They had observed him all day, as they did every day, and they recorded everything.

For example, they recorded that at 7:00 A.M. Albizu left the home of Oscar Colón Delgado in Barrio Pueblo of Hatillo for Lares, “to participate in the NPPR [Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico] celebration ‘Grito de Lares’ which refers to a day in 1868 when a group of Puerto Rican Nationalists succeeded in temporarily overpowering the Spanish garrison at Lares.”

Discreetly, they followed him, to note that he arrived by eight and joined a group of Nationalists in the town plaza. At the head of the group were four officers and thirty-seven members of the NPPR Cadet Corps, in black shirts and white trousers, who quickly gathered into formation. The paramilitary unit led the way to the church. Then at 9:30 the marchers moved on a narrow road, up a hill, to the Lares Cemetery, where they placed flowers on the graves of the martyrs who fell in the revolution of Lares. Then they moved to the plaza and placed another floral offering at the base of an obelisk raised in memory of “the heroes of 1868.”

At three he appeared at the theater. One must imagine the scene: the ornate venue in the center of the picturesque mountain town, the three hundred sweating Nationalists packed into it, the temperature high and humid—it was 89 degrees in Lares that day, building toward a rain that would fall at four—and at the center of this, the small, messianic figure on the stage. He had piercing eyes that seemed to see into people and disarm them immediately. He nearly always dressed the same, almost priest-like in his severity: a black jacket shrouding his narrow shoulders, over a white shirt, and set off by a black bow tie. But when he spoke he became more: he was a fiery, spellbinding orator who knew how to draw a crowd to him and then bring them along, either to lay siege or to share a romantic and imaginary journey to an independent Puerto Rico where the modernity of the Anglo world would be irrelevant to the ideal life of the worker on the land.

It was a long and dense speech—he allowed himself many of the rhetorical indulgences of the great orator, fully aware that his personal magnetism would carry the crowd over the duration of his performance—that cited history and religion, culture and tradition. And it did not shy from the boldly direct.

“It is not easy to give a speech,” he began, “when we have our mother lying in bed and an assassin waiting to take her life. Such is the present situation of our country, of our Puerto Rico: the assassin is the power of the United States of North America. One cannot give a speech while the newborn of our country are dying of hunger, while the adolescents of our homeland are being poisoned with the worst virus, slavery.”

He argued that a state of conflict existed between his country and its oppressors and he cited the philosophic underpinnings of it, the illegality of the United States’s rule over Puerto Rico, its very presence an act of war: “And here the yanquis have been at war fifty-two years against the Puerto Rican nation, and have never acquired the right of anything in Puerto Rico, nor is there any legal government in Puerto Rico, and this is incontestable.”

He railed against the presence of American troops on his island: “Well, are the armed forces here to defend Puerto Ricans? [No,] TO KILL PUERTO RICANS!! That’s the only government here, the rest are scoundrels, and all that crowd of bootlickers [who] say that this is a democracy, the yanquis laugh at them.”

He evoked the standard themes of anti-imperialism: the waste of Puerto Rican manhood in the Korean War, the possibility that germ warfare had been tested on Puerto Ricans, the unfairness of a system that made it necessary for Puerto Ricans to go to the United States to earn a living wage after American capital had wrecked the agricultural economy.

It went on and on, for over two hours, through the rainstorm that came at four, through its cessation, through the coming of cooler weather, the fall of night, on and on.

He finally got to the immediate political issue, which was the upcoming voter registration days—women on November 4, men on November 5—for a later referendum on whether to draw up a new territorial constitution. He opposed the registration, not because he detested constitutions but because he detested the U.S. influence that such an enterprise would necessarily entail. Then—spent, one guesses, exhausted by the passion—he concluded with a promise of things to come and that golden dream of ripping freedom from the bosom of the oppressor.

“All this has to be defied, only as the men of Lares defied despotism—WITH THE REVOLUTION.”

 

Senator Bill Langer fought on. Asked to surrender the floor, he said furiously, “I said I would not yield.” Like Mr. Smith in Frank Capra’s fabled movie, he alone would stem the tide.

But if his spirit was unbowed, the same cannot be said of his body. At that point, he “stopped speaking, swayed slightly and crashed to the floor.”

He had passed out, and would be removed by ambulance crew to Bethesda Naval Hospital.

The inevitable end came swiftly enough. A few parliamentary maneuvers mounted by the liberals were quickly defeated, and another speaker, Paul Douglas, the progressive Democrat from Illinois, took the floor but eventually relinquished it. Finally, almost twenty-four hours after Truman’s veto message had been read, it was time to vote.

At 4:30 a roll call was taken.

The veto was overturned, 57 to 10.

The McCarran Act became law.

“One of the most distressing political defeats my father ever suffered,” Margaret Truman later wrote.

But Truman got on with his life and the next day saw his daughter off on the train to New York. He wrote his cousin, Ethel Noland, that evening discussing the trying weekend, but only in personal terms, chatting about “Margie” and how she moaned when she found out that her maid had forgotten to pack two fur coats she meant to take with her to New York and how he chided her about not doing things for herself and “I didn’t sympathize with her at all and that made her mader [sic] than ever.”

But then he had an odd moment, almost like a premonition.

“You know,” he wrote cousin Ethel, “I have a valet, four ushers, five butlers, seven or eight secretaries, a dozen or so executive assistants, an assistant president—three of ’em in fact, and I can’t open a door, get my hat, pull out my chair at the table, hang up my coat or do anything else for myself even take a bath! I won’t be worth a damn when I come out of here—if I ever do.”

If I ever do.








2. Griselio Agonistes




An unseasonable heat hung over New York, Sunday evening, October 29, 1950. It was freakishly warm all over the Northeastern and Middle Atlantic states. But it was certain that a young man standing twenty-five feet over the river on the bridge that separated the Bronx from Harlem didn’t notice or care. He appeared anguished. He was a handsome young man, with a wisp of mustache, and he was intelligent, ambitious, and committed. Everyone who remembers him comments on his vitality, his pep. He was known for his loyalty and his strength of character. A superb athlete, he played shortstop on the ball fields of his youth, a position that demanded a particular grace of hand-eye coordination, so he was used to being the star. This evening he seemed distraught.

Standing on the Willis Avenue Bridge, amid a mesh of steel girders with their gigantic rivets and thick coating of gray all-weather paint, as four lanes of dense traffic roared thunderously between the two boroughs, he could look off to the immediate southwest and locate a symbol of his pain, in the form of the lights of a spire clawing to the sky. That would be the Empire State Building, from this distance at this time of night just a streamlined, aggressive silhouette. For a man of Griselio Torresola’s sensibilities, it must have mocked him. That would be the United States of America: proud, beautiful, gigantic, indifferent, distant. He was but nothing to it. He was intense and concentrated, his mind so abuzz with ideas it was all he could do to speak without shouting. That is because, more than a handsome fellow, more than an athlete or a worker or a father or a son, he was a man of politics and a man of action.

Griselio was something of an anointed one, a special child. He was raised in a mountain town, Jayuya, a long way from San Juan. His memories of the past were golden: he recalled high mountain valleys, three green peaks, forests, and sparkling streams. That, to him, was Puerto Rico: a valley of lush beauty where his friends and his family all lived together and everybody was happy and had enough. It was in his mind an image of his nation.

It was in that valley, under those three mountain peaks, that through the actions of his charismatic cousin, the redoubtable social worker and landowner Blanca Canales, sister of one of Puerto Rico’s intellectuals, he met and grew up with an even more imposing charismatic: the great Don Pedro Albizu Campos, leader of the Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico, fighter against imperialism, plotter of revolutions, a man of almost saintly composure and assuredness. How could Griselio possibly grow up any other way than devoted to this man who dazzled them all with his courage, his strength, his absolutism, his wit, his powerful oratory, and his way of seeing through things, to the absolute core.

He would die for Don Pedro and the cause of freedom for Puerto Rico, of that he was sure.

But that might not be enough. He had other responsibilities. He has been Albizu’s secret revolutionary representative in New York since his arrival in the United States two years ago; he has been working in politics, raising money, communicating with the New York junta of the party, carrying messages, buying ammunition. It was all for the revolutionary future they were so certain approached. On November 4 and 5, women first, then men, were scheduled to register to vote on a constitution put before them by the oppressors. Instead, the island would be struck by heroic revolutionary action in key cities as the men of the barrios become the soldiers of the barricades and make a statement the world will never forget. And Griselio has steeled himself: he is to be part of that statement. He has an immense responsibility but he knows he is up to it.

In his pocket he carried an extraordinary document, all but giving him total power over the action units of the Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico here in the United States, a high position for one so young—he is but twenty-five—but one reflecting his judgment, his poise, his commitment, his loyalty.

My dear Griselio, the letter reads, If by some circumstance it may become necessary that you assume leadership of the Movement in the United States, you will do so without any kind of qualms. We leave everything concerning this affair to your high patriotism and sound discretion. I embrace you, Albizu Campos.


Additionally, he had a document, also signed by Albizu Campos, giving him access to various monies raised by the party to finance actions he deemed necessary. That is an awful lot of power for one so young, but again, he knew he was up to it. That is the depth of his commitment.

But word has come that two days ago, Don Pedro’s bodyguards, following him home from a rally, were intercepted and arrested by the police. Alas, in the car were weapons intended for the revolutionary action, including pistols and several bombs, plus ammunition. That would tip off the police that something was planned. These men, so close to Albizu Campos, knew of the plans. What did the arrest portend for the stroke so carefully planned for November 3? Possibly that is what had Griselio so upset, and upon getting the news, he rushed to the apartment of one of the wisest of all the men of the party he knew, an older fellow, much experienced, much traveled, one of Don Pedro’s closest friends and allies in the United States. He went to see Oscar Collazo.

Oscar and Griselio had left Oscar’s apartment for the bridge. And thus they walked, two men, hell-bent on a mission, not seeing the Bronx on either side of them, the bodegas, the tenements, the others in the busy dramas of their lives. In each head a revolutionary anthem was playing behind a revolutionary newsreel: buildings burning, executions, soldiers with bazookas and machine guns, the hopeless heroism of the outnumbered and the passionate, the dream of self-realization, of that green thing called liberty, by which each man was his own master and no masters ruled from behind fancy desks or in fancy Lincolns.

Soon they reached the bridge and Griselio’s anguish must have come pouring out.

The older man offered calmness. He was a student of history and philosophy. In his armchair at night, he merged minds with the greatest thinkers in history. And for two years, the great Albizu Campos himself had lived downstairs from this man in the same building, and on a daily, intimate basis they had shared thoughts. This man was highly placed here in the Nationalist junta of New York.

Griselio was back from Puerto Rico less than two months. He had seen Don Pedro. It was all set. The revolution was like a giant train on the tracks and it couldn’t be stopped, as people all over the island had their assignments and their timetable. What if the police arrest Don Pedro and he is incommunicado? Who makes decisions?

The older man listened patiently. He wore a suit—always, even on the way to work as a metal polisher—and had a scholarly mien. He had an impeccable work record, a wife he loved desperately, a daughter, two stepdaughters, and a dog named Smoky.

Both were short but only by U.S. standards. Griselio Torresola was the smaller, at five foot five inches tall, weight a mere 112 pounds. That’s close to jockey weight, yet it’s unlikely he was over-freighted with a small man’s need to make an imprint beyond the scale of his body. That’s because he was a superb athlete, he’d been well loved as a child, and his height was quite normal among smaller-statured Puerto Ricans.

Oscar Collazo was an inch taller and twenty-eight pounds heavier and older, by eleven years. He had built a life, a reputation; he was a part of society, and, outwardly at least, appeared to believe in its structures and organizations. He worked as one of the best metal polishers at a buffing wheel at the Gainer Corporation in New Rochelle, where he shined women’s purse frames. He was very good at it. Griselio, meanwhile, had worked briefly at a bookstore called El Siglo on Fifth Avenue, but really was a full-time political operative. His whole life, his whole mission, was politics. He lived off the government dole.

Both had fiery internal lives. They were true believers in their Puerto Rican-ness, in Eric Hoffer’s sense, men who had given themselves over to a leader and a movement and for whom no rational argument against had any meaning. Both were committed members of Don Pedro Albizu Campos’s party, and both knew and loved Albizu Campos himself. Though neither had criminal records in the United States or Puerto Rico, both had been exposed to revolutionary violence. Revolution wasn’t romantic to them, or abstract: it was street action, violent, harsh, irreversible.

They talked. They talked. They talked.

Yet to this day, it is not entirely clear what they talked about. One of them later testified that it was their intention, at this moment, to return to Puerto Rico. This is revealing, for the revolution to which they meant to give lives and fortunes had not yet broken out at this moment. So clearly, they knew it was planned. The beliefs of their leader and his policy goals are also known, as are what others said of his methods of leadership and how he selected some men—Griselio was a particular favorite of his—for special assignments.

But for this night, the sole survivor would later say the next idea was his own, to return to Puerto Rico and take part in the fighting (which had not yet broken out). However, to return to Puerto Rico, a gun was necessary. He claimed at this time Oscar asked about a gun, because Griselio would know of such things, being far more practically versed in the intricacies of revolution.

A price was discussed. Oscar had access to $1,250 in a postal savings account, money he and his wife, Rosa, were saving to buy a house. They had chosen a postal account because they didn’t think banks were secure enough. A gun was clearly affordable. The sole survivor would later testify that on Sunday evening, October 29, after two hours of intense conversation, Oscar turned over $50 to Griselio for a gun.

But questions remain. Whatever the mission planned, why would Oscar be part of it? He was sedentary, a thinker, older, inexperienced, not by any means a young fighter. He hadn’t the skills, the training, the temperament for such work. He was the patient one, the organized one, but in these matters of action and speed, a hopeless, hapless amateur. In a practical sense, to take him along, any fool would have known, would be to doom any action. In the middle of an action is not a place to learn about actions. Why was Oscar involved?

For years afterward, the Secret Service believed and tried to prove the deeper conspiracy, the larger conspiracy—that as an act of political policy the Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico ordered Griselio to commit the deed and he recruited Oscar. And of course what is meant by the party is the man. The government believed that Pedro Albizu Campos, as part of his revolutionary strategy for 1950, ordered two assassinations, one targeting the governor of Puerto Rico, Luis Muñoz Marín, and the other the president of the United States, Harry S. Truman. These two events, in concert with the proclamation of a Free Republic of Puerto Rico in Jayuya, and cities in flames across the island, would have been the first step toward the long and brutal war of revolutionary liberation.

The evidence never rose to a threshold of legal action. It may have been convincing, but still it was a series of inferences of intent, of patterns, of possibilities, of probabilities. These inferences must be considered.

What is known is that the one survivor testified later that Griselio agreed to buy Oscar a gun.

And so at around 11:00 P.M., the two parted on the bridge between Harlem and the Bronx, each to return to his life and their plan.

What they don’t know, and can’t know, is that they were already behind events. Somebody was about to start the revolution without them.








3. Revolution



It was the day of death. El día de la muerte.

A man named Gregorio Hernández Rivera sat in the back seat of a dark green 1949 Plymouth. It was mid-morning, October 30, 1950, in San Juan, Puerto Rico, the morning after Oscar and Griselio had met on the bridge in the Bronx. Gregorio was wearing his Sunday best, his best suit, his best shirt, his best tie. He was preparing to die.

Fighting had already broken out all across the island. At 4:00 A.M. in the Barrio Macaná in the town of Peñuelas, Nationalists ambushed Insular police officers. In Ponce, at 9:00 A.M., an Insular policeman was assassinated. At 10:30 A.M. in Arecibo, the police station was under fire. At 11:30 A.M. in Utuado, shooting broke out between Nationalists and Insular police and national guardsmen. At noon in Jayuya, the police station was attacked; parts of the town were burning. Yet this was not the master stroke that had been in the works for two years, but some diminution of it.

For reasons yet unknown, the revolution happened out of coordination, over a space of eight hours, one unit lurching into action too soon, the others hesitating, men not showing up, arms not appearing, the attacks too small and uncoordinated to be effective, El Maestro, Don Pedro, himself trapped in his house by police units, and now, it was said, soldiers and detectives, alerted by the actions in other cities, waited on the roof of the target of Gregorio and his friends. It was said that certain death awaited them.

Gregorio had an automatic pistol. And the other men had automatics as well—in all, a Belgian .38, a Colt .45, two Lugers, and a P.38, the last three in 9mm. Only their leader, Raimundo Díaz Pacheco, had a submachine gun, the American M-3, a .45 commonly called a grease gun for its similarity to the common garage tool. That would be their best chance; you point such a gun and press the trigger and ziiiiiip the bullets buzz out. Also in the car were three rifles, one a Winchester (in the trunk), ammunition and forty-four pipe bombs; twelve Molotov cocktails, the insurgent guerrilla’s best friend; eighteen sticks of dynamite; and twelve commando knives. It was time. Raimundo Díaz Pacheco, who had served as commander in chief of the Cadet Corps (sometimes called the Liberating Army) of the Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico and was a man of notorious, even brazen, aggressive tendencies, gave the signal. It was time to go.

Did they want to go? Who would want to? To go was to die, it is that certain. It was an ambush; surprise had been lost. Everyone knew this. But they had an obligation; they had concluded their lives meant nothing compared to their deaths. Even if the police and the soldiers knew they were coming and were on the roof of La Fortaleza, the ancient structure that served as the governor’s mansion in the old quarter of San Juan, it didn’t matter. Sacrifices must be made.

But Díaz Pacheco was no fool. As much as he understood the necessity of sacrifice, so too he understood the necessity of preservation.

And thus, just a few minutes ago to the sixty men that had gathered there in the cobbled Plaza Dársenas in Old San Juan in front of the Customs House and the U.S. Post Office, in the shade of a great tree, he gave an order.

There had been no sense in wasting lives. He sent most of the men away to fight another day.

And so off they went, and now only these five remained: besides Gregorio and Raimundo Díaz Pacheco, there are Domingo Hiraldo Resto, Roberto Acevedo, and Manuel Torres Medina. They were the designated martyrs. They knew it. They will do it.

That is one variant of the story, possibly the most romantic. In another variant, of the sixty to seventy revolutionaries scheduled to show up, only these five did. The others may simply have concluded it was a bad day to be a revolutionary, with the secrets blown by the actions in the other cities now on the radio. Particularly damaging to the assault on La Fortaleza was the absence of a second car. A Nationalist insider later testified that they had originally planned that “[o]ne [car] was going to shoot from a certain spot to get the police’s attention and the other was going to go on to Fortaleza.” Without a diversion, with police awaiting them, the attack was certain to fail.

What is almost certain is that Díaz Pacheco’s squad took a last look around before leaving the square. What they saw summed up the reasons why they were about to do what they were about to do. They could look in one direction and see the immense U.S. Post Office. Next to it was the Customs House, where U.S. tax collectors took their share of all that came into San Juan. Beyond that, the bay, sparkly and beautiful, and beyond that the green of the island as it humped up into a spine of some of the loveliest mountains on the face of the earth. For these men, those mountains were Puerto Rico. The two American government buildings, meanwhile, were symbols of the oppressors’ heavy presence, and on this day, they would die to protest it.

Nevertheless, no one was eager for what was ahead. As the Nationalist insider relates, “[T]hey just drove around in circles. Raimundo was more nervous—I think he had a firecracker in there—but Raimundo is a kid of a man—always like a little kid—a man that would say that when he was trembling that he would fire a shot into the air to calm himself…to get in the groove…. So, they had driven a lot of circles around [the neighborhood of] Santurce, around San Juan.”

Eventually, they pulled up the street from the square, going uphill, for much of Old San Juan is on a hill set on the tip of the peninsula that forms the Rich Port that provided the island with its name, then turned left down the narrow street called Calle Fortaleza. The street, being four hundred years old, was bumpy with cobblestones, and the colonial buildings built in ox cart days looming a couple of stories above seemed to bend in, permitting the illumination of only a ribbon of sky. Normally crowded, it was this day sparsely occupied, for everyone knew trouble brooded in the air and most civilians preferred not to risk an errant bullet. The arcades and doorways, the little shops, all flew by.

Ahead of them loomed the structure that gave this street in Old San Juan its name. La Fortaleza, the governor’s mansion, is where the first democratically elected governor of Puerto Rico, Luis Muñoz Marín, resided, behind the crenelated white walls of a fortress, though the walls were carpeted in flowers. Neoclassical in style, it stood on a cliff, overlooking the beautiful bay, on the lee side of the triangular peninsula that forms Old San Juan. It expressed the grandeur of Spain’s aspirations for the New World. But it was a fortress so incompetently placed for its strategic mission that the Spaniards in the very year of its completion, 1540, began building another, more soundly located fortress at the tip of the landform, where bay meets Atlantic, which was called El Morro. It was a good move, as from El Morro, in 1595, the Spaniards defeated Sir Francis Drake’s invasion, sending hundreds of Britons to the bottom.

The British came back, and ultimately their flag flew over La Fortaleza. But not for long. The heat, the disease, the intensity of the tropical experience was not for fair-skinned northern peoples; they abandoned the city back to the Spanish in 1598. The Dutch tried their hand in 1625 but were unsuccessful, and the island continued under Spanish rule until 1898, when the Americans arrived. La Fortaleza was rebuilt in 1640, then again in 1800, and finally, taking this configuration, in 1846.

But the men in the car were not concerned with such historical tidbits. They were on an assassination mission that had become a sacrificial offering.

Thus were certain themes immediately established. They were armed, determined, willing to die. More importantly they were willing to die to kill; assassination was a part of their worldview, as was suicide. What they lacked in finesse they made up for in what their victims would call zealotry and what their followers would call heroism. Possibly it’s a Latino thing, inherited from a culture where politics and honor seem to involve the spilling of blood. Or possibly it’s a colonial legacy, as imported to the hemisphere by hard-eyed, gold-hungry Spanish conquistadors who took what they wanted, and paid in violence when their will was denied. Or perhaps the Americans, landing in 1898 and advancing behind piety and bayonets, changing their language and customs and even the spelling of the name of the island itself, taught them the lesson. Or perhaps it’s the invention of their leader, the fiery Pedro Albizu Campos, Harvard law school grad with a knot of fury in his brain for all things norteamericanas. Whatever, it was certain absolutely that they were willing to kill and to die.

Thus they had a feeling they had to do their part. They must strike a blow for Puerto Rican independence. They must do as their Maximum Leader, Albizu Campos, directed.

Steadily, unflinchingly, they approached the fortress.

 

The hero of their dreams was not far away. He was, in fact, less than six blocks distant, in his apartment at 156 Calle Sol, on the second floor. Below his apartment was a sign advertising a bar, La Borinquen. The bar may or may not have been open but in any event it’s more important as a symbol than a tavern. It happens that the name Borinquen is Puerto Rico’s original Taíno name, and it represents, in certain imaginations, the rural purity that was destroyed by yanqui invaders from 1898 onward, the rural purity that should be restored by all means, violence included. The building was square, stucco, and altogether unremarkable, except for a party headquarters sign below a window and a flagpole jutting heroically outward from it, displaying the symbol of the Republic of Puerto Rico. A balcony looked out on the other side, and now and then Don Pedro, in striped pajama tops, could be glimpsed through the windows or even standing on the balcony. He was not alone: he shared the dwelling with his compatriots in the revolutionary elite of Puerto Rico, such as his ardent secretary, Doris Torresola, and Carmen María Pérez, as well as university student José Muñoz Matos. But at this particular moment, he can’t have been happy, for the grand stroke he had engineered was rapidly collapsing about him. By a stroke of bad luck or perhaps even internal treachery, police forces last Friday, October 27, pulled over the car containing his bodyguards, which was trailing him after a speech in Fajardo as part of his campaign against the upcoming vote on a new constitution engineered by his bête noire, the governor, Muñoz Marín. In the car, the police found three pistols, several bombs, and ammunition.

Everywhere the fear of what the captured men might spill in interrogation passed through the air like electricity, and one by one, uncoordinated, the revolutionary attacks began today, on Monday. As a Nationalist insider later testified, “They went for it on October 30th because there were already several errors committed amongst them…they knew that the police would now carry out raids after…[the arrest] in San Juan—so they said the time has come…the signal would be a shot—the first shot that was fired.”

In Jayuya, Albizu Campos’s friend and admirer Blanca Canales had led a squad of men with Doris’s brother Elio Torresola among them to occupy the post office and declare the Free Republic of Puerto Rico. But National Guard airplanes were called to bomb them out. Now only two planned events were left, one here, at La Fortaleza, and one in the United States. The war had to be brought to the United States. Otherwise, Albizu knew, what happened in Puerto Rico would be just a little news item about crazy Latinos shooting one another. He understood America very well. He was, after all, a Harvard graduate.

Then there was the problem that he was surrounded.

Ever since the arrest of the bodyguards, elements of the police and the National Guard had taken up positions outside his house far more aggressively than their usual not-so-subtle surveillance. But at 12:20 P.M., more police arrived, and Albizu Campos greeted them with a few incendiary bombs that didn’t detonate, though one broke a police windshield. He or someone on his side fired a few shots as well. So the police blockaded the streets of Calles Sol and Cruz, isolating the apartment–party headquarters. He was effectively stalemated from fighting in his own war, and for a man of such energetic personality, such dynamism and passion, the forced inaction couldn’t have been easy.

Action was always his preference. Photos convey a little of his intensity. Slight at five foot four, dapper, he looked like a stick of dynamite in a pair of suspenders and a bow tie, even at fifty-seven, after a lifetime of turmoil and travail as well as a stretch in the hoosegow. The pajama top he now wore was atypical, perhaps indicating the drama of the situation. Otherwise, he always dressed like the Harvard law student that he had been. His cheekbones were prominent, his eyes brilliant, his mustache perfectly trimmed. One can never imagine him at repose, or out of politics, or as having a life separate from his belief system. By policy and persuasion, he was a man of a single, absolute personality, expressed in spellbinding oration and direct, vigorous action. One man said of him, “He is rather tall than short; thin; his olive-skinned color characterizes him as a Creole; his eyes, the same as his glance, have the expression of the look of a saint.” But mainly he can be summed up in a single word: smart. He was very smart.

He claimed two birth dates, one in 1891, the more likely one in 1893. He was born of a Basque father and a peasant mother. One can see easily enough the play of those origins. From his Basque side, he inherited a willingness to go to far places and do hard things. This is a Basque specialty, and it is no surprise that many of Columbus’s crew were Basque, that the Basques roamed the world, that they succeeded as shepherds in Montana and merchants in Puerto Rico and the Caribbean. Also, notoriously, they have difficulty with authority, and have been fighting in their motherland for freedom for centuries. And they tend to zealotry: Ignatius Loyola was a Basque, and he founded the most intense form of Catholic clergy, the Jesuits. They are, then, a formidable people. But from his mother, the daughter of a slave, he inherited a deep love of land, of place. He learned the skill of abiding, of getting through hard times, of never letting a conqueror conquer your interior landscapes even if he had overwhelmed your exterior landscapes, and rode on horseback and wore a splendid uniform and commanded respect and attention and the worship of an alien flag and culture.

The birthplace of the future Nationalist firebrand was Ponce, “La Perla del Sur,” the pearl of the south; it’s a coastal city eighty miles down and across the island from San Juan, the second largest on the island. It was, like Cuba’s Santiago, a city of rebellion always, a font of discontent. In 1937, a famous massacre took place in Ponce, and those embittered by it provided the foot soldiers of the revolution who would march to Albizu Campos’s commands. But not yet: he had much to overcome before he commanded men and plotted violence. His birth was problematic: the father was well-known merchant Don Alejandro Albizu Romero, known as “El Vizcaíno,” from the Spanish province of Vizcaya. His mother, Juliana Campos, was—well, there’s some debate. Albizu Campos’s most admiring and romanticizing biographer, Federico Ribes Tovar, says that in her veins “flowed the blood of Spaniards, Indians and Africans,” which would make her mestiza. The anonymous spook “District Intelligence Officer 10ND” of Naval Intelligence HQ in San Juan is less circumspect, calling Juliana, in 1948, “a colored mother.”

There is also some suggestion of mental instability in the mother. In her biography of Albizu Campos, Marisa Rosado wrote, “Juliana, Albizu’s mother…was affected by her mental faculties and on various occasions she tried to bring her children to a pool in the Bucaná River…she brought them there to ‘drown herself with them.’…In her delirium, Juliana burned the garbage inside the house. She would walk on the streets of Ponce speaking to herself.”

She was drowned when Albizu was almost four years old, trying to cross a river on planks that she had brought for that purpose. The planks gave way and her body was carried to the beach.

Because his skin was dark, most Americans, particularly the authorities, have inevitably considered Albizu a Negro. Americans have always ascribed his fury at the United States as being racially rooted, the pathology of a man who had suffered the ugliness of racial prejudice and therefore marshaled his intelligence, his anger, and his courage to destroy it. But this is not quite the case; nothing is ever that simple. He himself denied it, saying, “For us, race has nothing to do with biology. Nor dusky skin, nor frizzy hair, nor dark eyes. Race is a continuity of characteristic virtues and institutions. We are distinguished by our culture, our courage, our chivalry, our Catholic sense of civilization.”

The low caste of Albizu’s mother and his bastard origins aside, his talents were recognized early in Puerto Rico in the years between the turn of the century and the First World War. Indeed, the kid had “star” written all over him, and wherever he went, he impressed people, won awards, was guided onward to better, higher goals. Graduating from high school in Ponce, he attracted the attention of Ponce’s school superintendent, Charles Terry, who recommended him to a Masonic group, the Aurora No. 7 Lodge of Ponce (Albizu’s father was a Mason, possibly explaining the first contact), which in turn obtained for him a scholarship at the University of Vermont.

One can only imagine the isolation the dark-skinned, wren-boned, electrically charged Latin intellectual felt in the cold climate of Burlington, but, as Albizu did everywhere, the young man worked hard, applied his considerable intelligence, and excelled. In a year he had attracted the attention of a Harvard professor, who arranged for him to transfer to that institution in 1913. His Harvard records suggest a young man of strong work habits who impressed most people not with his brilliance but with his diligence and his excellent manners. He first took courses in 1913 as an “unclassified student” with the understanding that he had to pass fourteen courses with at least a C grade to get a bachelor of arts degree. In 1916, halfway through his third year, he wrote to the Committee on Admissions, stating that he had taken fifteen courses and pointing out that eye difficulties had bothered him during his second year. It’s in this letter, an ultimately successful application to waive the C requirement (he had received a D in chemistry) so that he could receive an appointment to Harvard Law School, that he writes, “My ambition has been to learn as much as possible while in College and while in this country in order to become a faithful interpreter of both to my people.”

He took courses in English, German, French, government, economics, education, chemistry, and mineralogy. He taught high school Spanish in the winter of 1913–14 at the Walpole High School in Walpole, Massachusetts, then at the Country Day School in Newton, Massachusetts, and tutored Harvard students in Spanish, French, and chemistry (he charged $2.50 an hour). Although he had excelled during his year at the University of Vermont, earning mostly As, his undergraduate grades at Harvard appeared to be predominantly in the B and C range. Some of his professors were guarded in their praise: “A gentlemanly Porto Rican; not brilliant intellectually but of good habits and appearance,” one wrote. Another observed that he was “an unusually courteous and ‘gentlemanly’ young man, and also unusually serious. His work, if not brilliant, has always been thorough and absolutely satisfactory…. He will prove to bea devoted and painstaking teacher, I am sure.”

It is said by his defenders that all during this time he was noting the impact of racism upon his experiences, but in truth it seems that there was nothing preventing him from anything; he was, after all, in the cradle of American liberal culture, presumably the most tolerant and welcoming city in the world, even in the benighted early 1910s. He earned his A.B. degree from Harvard in 1916.

Many date Albizu Campos’s anger from his army experience. In World War I, empathetic to the French who were being slaughtered in the trenches, he enlisted in the Harvard ROTC. In May of 1918, he interrupted his studies at Harvard Law (he had registered September 25, 1916) and returned to Puerto Rico. There he founded a Home Guard Force on the beach of Ponce with 180 men. He was a soldier for ten days in the F Force of the 375th Regiment. Then for three months he served as a first lieutenant, again with the 375th. But sometime in there, something happened: the sensitive young intellectual was confronted by the harsh realities of the racist institution that was the army.

One could then track the consequences of racism as they rippled outward through society, through the long war between Albizu Campos and his oppressors, the bombs, the murders, the shootings, the whole sense of anguished anarchy that stalked both Puerto Rico and the United States as this issue was played out over the years.

Yet at the same time, and once again conforming to pattern, his extraordinary intelligence declared him special, different, a star. Somehow he ends up a general’s aide. There’s even a formal portrait of him in full uniform, and it certainly looks as if the young man is enjoying every inch of being an officer and a gentleman in the United States Army, as he sits there proudly, his legs crossed, his elegant riding boots polished brightly, his cap with its gleaming American eagle set trimly above his bold, fierce eyes, which gleam with dark purpose at the camera lens. Never sent to Europe, he never saw combat; but still, he was well enough known, according again to one of his biographers, to be asked by some factotum of President Woodrow Wilson’s to attend a congress in Paris and even to travel by American warship, with full honors. At a Southern port, when he saw how Negroes were treated he refused to travel farther; later, rejecting a reserve commission, he declared that Puerto Ricans should not be the Sepoys of the American army.

It’s a revealing metaphor; the Sepoys, native Indians in the employ of the British East India Company’s army, revolted in 1857, in an epic bloodletting known as the Sepoy Rebellion to the Indians and the Great Indian Mutiny to the British. Thousands died, atrocities were the rule of the day, and a scar was cut into the British and Indian imaginations that would never heal. Albizu Campos was clearly moved by the image of a gigantic conflagration, as the oppressors are put to the sword and then retaliate with all the fury of their might, turning a subcontinent into a graveyard of ruins.

But when he left the army, under an honorable discharge, he did nothing particularly radical, nor did he entertain despair. He was not like Hemingway’s Krebs in “Soldier’s Story,” or Nick in “Big Two-Hearted River.” That whole dynamic of postwar disgust and the concomitant crisis of faith seems to have evaded him entirely. Instead, ever ambitious, his course set, he returned to Harvard to resume his law studies. His second stay at Harvard was equally successful; he quickly became a famous radical, a leader of independence movements. He met and was influenced by two international visitors to the campus in the late 1910s, the Irish leader Eamon de Valera and the Indian patriot philosopher Rabindranath Tagore. It is reported that on a certain evening at Harvard, a high church of Anglophilia in those years, he was the only speaker to come out in favor of independence for Ireland, and despite the apostasy was pronounced the giver of “the speech of the evening.”

At Harvard also he made another decision. He joined the Catholic Church. One may fairly ask, was he not a Catholic to begin with, as were so many Puerto Ricans? Until then he had evidently tended toward agnosticism, to a sense of the world as rational, to possibility as achieved by labor, not prayer. But at Harvard he met two priests, the Irish Father Ryan, with his stories of valiant sons of Eire standing against the English, and the priest-scientist Father Luis Rodes, from the University of Ebro, who showed him that faith and rationalism could coexist.

Later, in 1966, Puerto Rican Nationalist poet and ex-communist Juan Antonio Corretjer said of Albizu Campos’s conversion that it represented a choice of the Catholicism of old Puerto Rico as opposed to the Protestantism of new America.

Even at Harvard and upon his return to Puerto Rico after law school (now married to Peruvian intellectual Laura Meneses, whom he had met while a student at Harvard), according to at least one of his biographers, he was subject to many offers. These included lecture tours at $200 a month, a $15,000-a-year job as an executive in the Spanish-American division of a Protestant organization, a clerkship to the U.S. Supreme Court, and a diplomatic career in the State Department, beginning with an assignment to the Border Commission to work with Mexico. He turned them all down.

Instead he settled down as a lawyer in La Cantera, a poor section of Ponce, where he represented the impoverished, again turning down many munificent offers, including a judgeship, a government job, and an appointment at the University of Puerto Rico. He practiced poverty law, taking on hopeless cases in which he believed. But he did not join the Nationalist Party immediately; rather, he flirted for some years with trade unionism, ultimately discovering he had little in common with workers and could not communicate with them effectively. Thus, in 1924, he joined the struggling Nationalist Party, and almost immediately it ceased to be struggling.

This is not a political history of the Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico; in general, though, it can be said that in this party, eventually, Don Pedro Albizu Campos found the perfect vessel for his rage, his brilliance, his talent, his labor, his full, intense, messianic personality. Using the full measure of his intellect and will, he quickly became a force. Partially, this was a stroke of luck: in Ponce, he began writing for the weekly El Nacionalista de Ponce, which gave him a voice. His articles quickly attracted attention, and he had a talent for self-dramatization. In 1925, he gave a speech in San Juan, but before talking, ostentatiously removed the American flags that adorned the handrails of the podium, a theatrical gesture that won him immediate notoriety.

In 1927 he began, at party behest, a two-and-a-half-year tour of Latin America, acquainting himself with “conditions” in the Dominican Republic, Panama, Cuba, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Peru, the home of his wife. He gave speeches, he met friends, he made allies, he essentially networked the radical anticolonial culture of Latin America on that trip. When he returned in 1929, however, he found a party in chaos. By 1930, he was its president and guiding it toward victory at the polls.

This was his democratic period. At that point he was a reformer, driven by his rejection of all forms of what he considered colonial oppression, but not a revolutionary. He believed in working through the system, that by explaining his cause, by inspiring his followers, by building a political base, he would eventually liberate his people.

But all that changed in 1932, when he has what some might call his purest epiphany and what others might call his final snapping point. He stood for election as a senator-at-large and attracted a substantial following; other party members stood for positions in the legislature. But as one of his ever propagandistic biographers has it, “Overwhelming forces and powerful influences had resolved to strangle the liberation movement.” This is another way of saying he lost the election. He himself won only about 10,000 votes out of 384,000 cast; his party members received even fewer, about 5,000.

This is a key moment. Every revolutionary suffers it. It’s the moment of decision. When the people speak and they speak against the party, then it is the people, not the party, who must change their ways. For Albizu Campos it must have been a relief: no more of this nonsense of electioneering, of giving moderate campaign speeches, of lobbying and reading laws. No, from this moment on, it was far simpler: us against them. It was from that moment on he decreed a policy of abstention from election and direct violent action against the United States’s interests.

He instructed his followers to take part in no more “colonial elections,” which served only to appoint “high employees of the colony.” “Where tyranny is the law,” he said, “revolution is order.”

Thus begins his outlaw period. Now the Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico would wage war; it would seek direct violent confrontation; it would repudiate the “Yankee military invasion” set forth by the Treaty of Paris in 1899. From his new headquarters in the town of Aguas Buenas, surrounded by a cabinet and a small armed guard, he declared himself the president of the Free Republic of Puerto Rico.

The violence thus began: in 1932 a march on the capitol resulted in a panic in which a man was killed and several others injured. In 1932, he established the Cadet Corps, which he called the Liberating Army of the Republic.

According to the FBI’s confidential report “Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico,” dated November 8, 1950: “During the period 1935–1938 the NPPR became especially noted for its violence. In October, 1935, four NPPR members were killed in Río Piedras…in a gun fight with the Insular Police. Many bombings occurred in public buildings in 1935 and these were attributed to the NPPR. In February 1936, the Chief of the Insular Police, E. Francis Riggs, was shot and killed by two nationalists.”

True enough; the FBI fails to report, however, that the two assassins were assassinated themselves almost immediately in police custody.

The report continued, “On July 31, 1936, Pedro Albizu Campos and seven other leaders of the NPPR were convicted in the Federal Court in San Juan for inciting rebellion and for conspiracy to overthrow the government of the United States.”

He spent six years in the Atlanta Penitentiary, during which time most violence in Puerto Rico halted. He was released, finally, in 1943. After two years in a New York hospital, he spent more time recuperating in an apartment building in the Bronx where a man called Oscar Collazo lived; when his parole was up in 1947 he was finally allowed to return to Puerto Rico and, for the next few years, as the FBI states it, “NPPR speakers throughout the Island gave numerous addresses of a bold and defiant character in which they called for an end to the tyranny allegedly exercised by the United States over Puerto Rico.”

He returned December 15, 1947, to be greeted by his followers in a blast of enthusiasm and hope. Raimundo Díaz Pacheco, in the full uniform—white trousers and black shirt—of the Cadet Corps of the Nationalist Party of Puerto Rico, led the honor guard. Among the young men in the formation of cadets was Gregorio Hernández, standing straight, at attention, enjoying the jubilation. Placards waved gaily in the crowds attracted by sound cars all day: “Don Pedro, your sacrifice has not been in vain,” one proclaimed. “Puerto Rico awaits you anxiously,” said another. And “Death to Yankee Imperialism.” El Maestro had returned, and nearly four thousand people had arrived at Pier No. 8 to greet him. He declared to Customs that the only thing he had to declare was “one seed, and I have brought it back.”

Another young man in the crowd that day: Griselio Torresola.

Unbowed, the fiery leader left the steamship, and there was Raimundo Díaz Pacheco, commander in chief of the Cadet Corps, ready to do as ordered. He would spend the next three years, under the guidance of his leader, recruiting and training men for the Great Day. Drill, target practice, all to prepare. Meanwhile, in the United States men were sent to raise money for arms, men like Doris’s brother, the impassioned Griselio in 1948, a shortstop on Jayuya’s ball fields, and others, there already, joined in, like that methodical metal polisher and amateur intellectual, Oscar Collazo. Theirs was to prepare; it was the mission of the Liberating Army to strike.

 

Noon, October 30, 1950. The car approached La Fortaleza and halted in a courtyard just before its facade. On either side of the entrance stood an armed policeman. For a second or so, nothing happened.

Then it was Díaz Pacheco himself who leaped from the car and opened fire. According to one account, “When he arrived, he fired a shot, like saying, here I am, a minute before jumping out of the car.”

Exact details of the gun battle are contradictory. Díaz Pacheco opened up with his grease gun, a slow-firing automatic weapon that pounds out heavy-caliber bullets known for their ability to incapacitate, wounding one guard severely, driving another away. The wounded officer crawled to cover; later that day, he would bleed out and die. One can wonder at many curiosities of this event: for one thing, with fights raging all over Puerto Rico, and snipers and detectives on the roofs, why were these two men left out front to do little but die? But that seems to be the way it was.

The other occupants jumped from the car.

Did they have any intelligence as to the location of Muñoz Marín? Evidently not. Did they have any fire-and-movement skills by which to maneuver close enough to apply the killing bursts to their target or take him captive? Clearly, no.

So the five men commenced to shoot out windows. Again, the grease gun ruled the action, spitting its heavy slugs across the facades, chewing stone dust from the ancient building, fracturing windows. The other men opened fire with their automatic pistols and revolvers.

In Muñoz Marín’s office a bullet went through the blinds and buried itself in the opposite wall at about three meters height. The governor, who had been in conversation with Attorney General Vicente Géigel Polanco, went to the floor and crawled out of his office. The governor’s daughters—nine and ten years old—leaned out the window as if the spectacle were a western, but when they saw what was happening they hid behind a chest of drawers in tears.

But while this was going on, the men on the roofs were calmly zeroing in on their targets, cocking their weapons, getting comfy behind the trigger, maybe smoking a last cigarette. Detective Carmelo Dávila had arrived at La Fortaleza at 11:45, carrying orders about the suspected strike. He’d even had time to situate himself on the roof.

The guard force opened fire.

Superior firepower is difficult to argue with. It declares its intentions so forcefully that the area of its concentrated attention has a name: it’s called the beaten zone. And now, in the beaten zone, the Nationalists did what men in beaten zones the world over have done since Sir Hiram Maxim perfected the first machine gun—the Devil’s paintbrush, it would later be called—in the 1880s. They died.

It’s not pretty. The first to be hit was Domingo Hiraldo Resto, who was driving. He got it in the temple. He fell against the left door of the car with his head almost underneath it. But there’s also a story that, hit, he crawled to a wall, and waited until the shooting was over. The police approached him with drawn guns.

“I am already dead. Please don’t shoot me anymore,” he proclaimed.

They shot him again.

Whatever, Raimundo turned and ordered his men back under cover, that is, the Plymouth. Then he ran toward the right, firing his grease gun, bouncing bullets all over the place.

Roberto Acevedo, tall, heavy, jumped out of the right side of the car, shooting, and made it maybe twelve or fifteen steps. Someone hit him squarely and he went facedown with a dust-raising thud to the earth.

Manuel Torres Medina circled the car, shooting all the time. Then he headed toward the main entrance of the building and he met the slug with his name on it and went down hard.

Just a few seconds had passed and three men were dead already. Then, on the roof, the detective Carmelo Dávila took careful aim with his carbine, fired once, and Raimundo Díaz Pacheco dropped dead. He made it closest to the building itself. He died in the sun, near the door.

Only Gregorio Hernández was left alive. He did not go easy. No thought of surrender occurred to him. He was still in the car because he had been in the middle with Torres and Acevedo to his right and left. He fired from the car at an agent he saw, and brought him down with a bullet to the neck. Then he got out and ran to the entrance, but police fire lit up the universe. He tried to get in and he was hit first in the arm and second in the knee. So Gregorio turned, raced through the hail of fire to the Plymouth, ran around back to open the trunk where heavier weapons were stored. He was shot in the face and the abdomen.

He ducked behind the car. Lying there, he saw a man in a window and winged a shot at him, missing, but striking a flag flying from the window that happened to be a United Nations flag. Later, the hole in the flag is offered as proof of the rebels’ fury at the organization.

Gregorio huddled next to the car, bleeding a lot. The bullets pummeled the 1949 Plymouth mercilessly. Occasionally he fired a shot, and even reloaded. He hit a police officer in the leg. Then he was hit again and again, once in the left side. He felt his heart hammering terribly. Then he was shot in the throat. He passed out.

The Plymouth was ventilated. Gregorio had been hit many times but mostly by shrapnel—shreds of bullets shattering on impact, pieces of car spun supersonically, stones and clods of earth set to dancing. He had five actual bullets in him. He pretended to be dead. Nobody else had to.

It wasn’t much of a battle. One account, by a writer who calls the killers a “commando,” as if to confer upon them the élan of a Special Forces unit, says the shooting lasts an hour. But the New York Times, quoting an eyewitness, puts the fight’s duration at more likely ten minutes.

The United Press International arrived shortly thereafter, and some enterprising photog got a shot that depicts the classic squalor of a hopeless battle lost. The press photographer was sited in a balcony, overlooking the car, and meanwhile many official-looking vehicles have arrived. Soldiers and police officers stand around, in the listless poses of the already bored, facing a few more hours of duty, the taking of notes, the collecting of cartridge casings, the official photography, the identification of the dead, the application of first aid to the wounded. The Nationalists’ car, right-hand door open, is parked in the sunlight. The bloody Gregorio has been hauled off to the hospital. A palm frond droops from overhead. Two dead men can be seen, and like most battle dead, they are without dignity, simple sacks of now inanimate flesh tumbled clumsily upon the earth. They lie like broken dolls in the sunlight, arms outthrown, shoes off, oblivious to style.

 

Back at Albizu Campos’s apartment, the police finally decided it was time to take the Maximum Leader himself prisoner. He was ordered to surrender, and refused. Thus the order to fire was given.

Three machine gun volleys ripped into the apartment that afternoon. The besieged Nationalists responded with a few desultory shots from a desultory arsenal. A UPI photographer got a nice shot of the window to the apartment in the immediate aftermath of this probing by fire. It happens, by irony, to be the window over the sign announcing the site of party headquarters: PARTIDO NACIONALISTA DE PUERTO RICO, say the letters in an arc over the crossed flags of the revolution, and underneath that, JUNTA NACIONAL, national headquarters. The helpful UPI photo editor has directed that an artist indicate with arrows the bullet holes—that is so 1950s newspaper—and they spread across the sign, running from the center to the right-hand upper corner, signifying the jump of the gun in the inexperienced gunner’s hand. Then he found the range and brought the shuttered window above into sight and really beat up on it. The louvers are shattered, the frame is askew, and above the top of the frame, heavy gouging damage has been done to the stucco, though it is possible these ruptures were caused later, by missed tear gas shells.

Inside, it can’t have been pleasant, for gunfire, particularly of an automatic nature, vaporizes, atomizes, or liquefies all that comes before it. You do not argue dialectics with it, you simply pray it doesn’t notice you. The young people in the rooms and the old man they loved must have involuntarily gone to ground and lain there as around them the room shuddered under its pulverizing.

Doris Torresola lay on the floor, shot in the throat. Blood must have spurted everywhere, for throat wounds are particularly bloody. Again, it is not known what conversation ensued, but it must have been pointed out that absent rapid attention, the girl would bleed to death. One presumes that the senior among them, Albizu Campos himself, ordered them out. He had known Doris for years. She was of the beautiful Torresola family, in the beautiful valley of the Three Peaks, just outside Jayuya. She was a student of his ardent follower, the great Blanca Canales; her brother Elio was leading the fighting at Jayuya even now, along with Blanca; and her younger brother, the bright boy called Griselio, the shortstop, the dandy, the one everybody loved so passionately, so intense was his charisma, he was in New York. He was the chosen one. So Albizu Campos knew that Doris must be spared. He would stay, alone, and face whatever must be faced.

Her two young colleagues, Carmen María Pérez and José Muñoz Matos, carried her out to the street, not on a stretcher as in the movies where such transfers are smooth and dramatic, but as best they could, clumsily, her slack body and dead weight rendering all of them awkward and vulnerable. Outside, they were quickly engulfed by police and arrested.

The Old Man was alone in the house. The shooting continued.

And in Manhattan, Doris’s brother Griselio would soon get the word that his sister had been shot and captured, that the rebellion had collapsed, that his boyhood hero, his mentor, the man who would give meaning to his life, Pedro Albizu Campos, was alone and under siege by police.








4. The Odd Couple



The news was very bad and both Oscar and Griselio faced it by the afternoon of Monday, October 30.

Death, catastrophe, men imprisoned, the great Don Pedro besieged in his home, the heroes at La Fortaleza shot to ribbons. Nothing, in fact, had been accomplished, at least from an American point of view. Oscar spent the day at his buffing wheel, watching the felt of the wheel take the burnished, imperfect coloration of the brass purse frames and transform it magically, by applications of touch and judgment, into something with a golden glow. He was one of the best men on the floor at this tricky task.

As for Griselio, he had nothing to occupy himself. He could not escape. There was no escape. He had political duties.

What now? There was nobody to turn to, no leader available, all contacts with the island were cut off. By Don Pedro’s edict, he was the leader. He had to decide. But on what basis? There was no news. And on that day, as the FBI later learned, many in the Puerto Rican Nationalist community came by his room for news of loved ones back in the fighting at home. What could he tell them? He only knew what was in the papers or on the radio. He would have to utter assurances, counsel them to accept the wisdom of the Old Man and to believe in the brilliance of the plan. That was what an officer in the struggle did under these circumstances.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg
AMERIGAN
GUNFIGHT





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
INFIGH

The Plot to Kill Harry Truman—and the
Shoot-out That Stopped It

Stephen Hunter

and

John Bainbridge, Jr.

Simon & Schuster
ORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY

NEW





