
[image: images]



[image: ]




Dedication

In memory of those who lost their lives April 17–19, 1961,

at the Bay of Pigs, Matanzas, Cuba





Epigraph

Aquellos que van a retozar con los gatos deben esperar a ser rayado.

Those who’ll cavort with cats must expect to be scratched.

—MIGUEL DE CERVANTES

Don Quixote
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Introduction

IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, THE TRUE MELTING POT HAS BEEN ORGANIZED crime. The process of becoming American is rooted in gangsterism. If you start with the supposition that the country is by its very nature a criminal enterprise—colonized and taken by force from the indigenous population, then facilitated by an economic system of human enslavement that was eventually determined to be illegal—you get the picture. The seed was planted long ago. The Mob is merely the flowering of that seed, watered with the blood of the many thousands of gangland slaying victims from over the last century.

Traditional organized crime—Irish, Italian, Jewish, and more—has its roots in the early decades of the twentieth century. The Prohibition era gave rise to a criminal system by which gangsterism and politics would be inexorably linked, and the American underworld was institutionalized. Aspects of this history have been memorialized in movies, novels, and popular culture. For many citizens, the very idea of gangsterism is rooted in this historical narrative of getting ahead in the social universe, what we sometimes refer to as the pursuit of the American dream.

For Cuban Americans, this storyline is of a more recent vintage. Whereas the traditional Mob arose in the early decades of the previous century, the Cuban underworld in the United States was spawned by a revolution back home in La Patria, the Homeland, which took place in the 1950s.

The tumultuous legacy of the Cuban Revolution, as led by Fidel Castro, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, and many others, has been chronicled in innumerable books, documentaries, paintings, plays, movies, and personal histories. Like other historical events of great consequence, it has been interpreted and reconstituted through the prism of political ideology, iconography, legend, and fantasy so that the lessons to be learned are fungible, depending on your point of view. Castro is a hero; Castro is the devil. The revolution was for the people, or it was done to centralize the power of the government, so that Castro could never be challenged.

One indisputable and rarely discussed point is that many men and women who contributed to the revolution, including some who fought alongside Castro and his 26th of July Movement, did not know—nor would it have been their intention had they known—that they were taking part in a communist takeover. Castro was scrupulous in not declaring the political movement of which he was a part to be a Marxist-Leninist enterprise. When he traveled to the United States in 1955–56 and gave speeches designed to raise money for his cause, he kept his cards close to his chest. It was only after the revolution was successful that Castro and Guevara made their designs clear.

Some prominent members of the revolution, including rebel fighters who had distinguished themselves on the battlefield, and also some leading minds of the underground resistance, expressed their dismay with the direction of the new revolutionary government. When it became clear that the Castro regime was to be a communist dictatorship, with no legitimate elections, people began to flee. Supporters of the deposed dictator, El Presidente Fulgencio Batista, were, for obvious reasons, among the first to abandon ship. Those who didn’t escape were rounded up; some were put up against a wall and executed by firing squad. (¡Paredón!—To the wall!) The next to flee were the upper classes, which had seen their property and businesses seized by government decree. And then came the tens of thousands of others, common folk—teachers, professionals, artists, and the dispossessed—who fled the island any way they could, by plane and by boat, and, in later years, by raft, inflated inner tubes, and other flimsy, jerry-rigged vessels, some of which succumbed to the stormy realities of an unforgiving sea, resulting in death.

For those who fled, especially those who had originally been supportive of the revolution, the dominant mood was one of resentment along with a deep sense of betrayal. Where there are feelings of betrayal, there is often a need for revenge. This was a concept that flowed like ectoplasm through the veins of a newly vanquished people

They settled mostly in South Florida, primarily the city of Miami, which was 228 miles across the Florida Strait from Havana, a short forty-five-minute flight for those with the means and rarefied diplomatic status to make the journey. A number of Cubans continued north and settled in Hudson County, New Jersey, mostly in the town of Union City, which by the late 1960s would have the largest population of Cuban émigrés outside of Miami. There, they found work in the garment factories that had served as the area’s main source of employment since the post–World War II years, when the town was populated mostly by citizens of Italian, Irish, and Jewish extraction.

Both in New Jersey and in South Florida—in fact, anywhere that Cubans settled—they brought their cultural traditions. Brilliant Afro-Cuban music; vibrant dance clubs; a devotion to Catholicism and also, in some cases, the pagan religion of Santería; cigars nonpareil; occasional cockfighting; the preeminence of family life; a diet heavy on chicken, léchon (suckling pig), plantains, and rice and beans; a taste for rum from the islands; and, for some, an affinity for games of chance, most notably a simple game known to all Latinos as la bolita.

Literally, the word bolita means “little ball.” The designation stems from a time when the national lottery in Cuba was determined by small numbered balls being thrown into a bag, mixed up, and then randomly withdrawn to determine the daily number. Bolita, the illegal underground numbers game, was known as the poor man’s lottery. The winning number was based on the Cuban national lottery; it was cheaper, so you could play for less and win more money. From the 1920s onward, it became something of a national passion in Cuba, as common as sugarcane fields, royal palms, and the distant, ever-present drumbeat of revolution.

Given the ubiquitous presence of bolita among Cubans of all classes and genders, it was perhaps inevitable that the game would thrive in the Cuban exile communities of Miami and Union City. And so it was. The man whose name would come to be associated with this illegal activity in the United States had not been a seasoned bolitero, or bolita boss, back in Cuba. He had been a cop in the city of Havana during the reign of the Batista dictatorship. His name was José Miguel Battle y Vargas.1

HAVANA IN THE 1950S WAS A ROLLICKING CITY OF CORRUPTION AND GOOD TIMES. Some would remember it as one of the most glorious localities for sensuality and vice in the entire twentieth century. Partly this had to do with the Caribbean’s historical precedent as a crossroads for black market commerce and profiteering since the days of spice traders, international mercenaries, pirates, and buccaneers. Havana would eventually become a city unlike any other in the region—a sophisticated Latin American center of culture and grand architecture—but the city would forever maintain its sultry, sexually oriented underbelly as a draw for tourists and celebrities from around the globe.

Meyer Lansky, Charles “Lucky” Luciano, and Santo Trafficante Jr. were among the prominent mafiosi in the United States who had always recognized Cuba as the ideal location for an offshore base of operations. It also had great value as a moneymaking proposition by itself. Lansky was the first to establish a relationship with Fulgencio Batista, who in 1952 appointed the mobster as Cuba’s director of gambling reform. Lansky cleaned up the island’s bad reputation for rigged casino gambling. This would lead to an expansion in the gaming and entertainment industry in Cuba unlike anything seen before.

It all started with the casinos, which were mostly located inside the best hotels in town. The Hotel Nacional had the most elegant casino, and the swankiest was inside Lansky’s own Hotel Riviera, which opened in 1957. Designed by internationally renowned architect Igor Boris Polevitzky, the room was oval, with luxurious wall-to-wall carpeting, gold leaf walls, and velvet banquettes, and from the ceiling hung seven custom-designed gold and crystal chandeliers. In the room’s center were the gaming tables—roulette, craps, blackjack, chemin de fer (baccarat), with a row of slot machines lining the curved perimeter wall. The sunken Doble o Nada (Double or Nothing) bar off the casino floor was one of the hotel’s three venues for live entertainment.

From the outside, the casino’s egg-shaped roof, adjacent to the hotel itself, was modernistic. The entire place was a work of art.

The casinos in Havana set the tone and generated a flow of cash that spilled into other areas. Every hotel had a nightclub that became the center of a fabulous entertainment scene, with hot Latin jazz orchestras, luscious showgirls, elaborate floor shows, and many top singers and entertainers from the United States. Outside these official worlds of casino gambling and live entertainment was a vibrant netherworld of bordellos, sex shows, private high-stakes card games, and access to narcotics.

José Miguel Battle worked this terrain from the highest levels to the lowest. He was a vice cop in 1950s Havana, which was something like being a centurion in the age of Caligula. Other branches of the police dealt with political dissent and underground political activity. The notorious Servicio de Inteligencia Militar (SIM), Batista’s secret police, rounded up students and others who were believed to be involved in antigovernment activities and took them to warehouses and back rooms to be tortured and sometimes killed. Battle was not involved in this kind of policing. He was a member of the national police, not military intelligence. As a vice cop, he made the rounds at whorehouses, gambling parlors, nightclubs, cockfighting dens, and the hotels, where you could smoke a cigar in the lobby. He came to know the city’s inhabitants, from the lowliest street pimps to people high up in politics and the entertainment worlds.

One of those people was Martín Fox, the proprietor of the most legendary nightclub in town, the Tropicana. Before he became a nightclub impresario, Fox had been one of the city’s preeminent boliteros. He started as a lowly listero, one who takes bets and records the transactions on paper. By the late 1940s, after moving from his home province of Matanzas, he became one of the wealthiest banqueros, or bolita bankers, in Havana. He was the one who covered for all other boliteros if a particular number that had been bet on by multitudes—say, the number eight on September 8, the date of the Feast of the Virgin of Charity, Cuba’s patron saint—was the number that day. Fox had enough “bank” to cover those losses, with the knowledge that over time his percentage of the winnings from all of the boliteros combined would greatly outstrip the losses. Eventually, he parlayed his winnings into establishing an underground gambling scene in Havana that, though illegal, was made possible through payoffs to the police.

José Miguel Battle came to Havana as a cop in June 1951. By then Martín Fox had risen from bolitero and underground gambling boss to being the owner of the Tropicana. Between Battle and Fox there was a natural affinity. They even looked alike. Both were heavyset men, salt-of-the-earth types, equal parts friendly and gruff. They resembled the movie actor Anthony Quinn. Both were guajiros, country bumpkins who had come to Havana with a dream of making something of themselves in the big city. Though the younger Battle was as dazzled as anyone by the Tropicana, when he met with Fox he was more curious about Fox’s time as a bolitero and how he had used that to achieve high social status.

In time, they formed something of a business relationship. Fox made monthly payments of five thousand pesos to José Salas Cañizares, the chief of police. Sometimes the man who delivered that payment for Fox was José Miguel Battle. Later, Battle’s role as a bagman in Havana would be upgraded considerably, when he began delivering much larger sums of cash from high-ranking U.S. mobsters to the presidential palace of Fulgencio Batista.

THE TOWN OF ALTO SONGO, IN THE PROVINCE OF ORIENTE, IS LOCATED NEAR THE eastern end of the island, far from Havana. In modern Havana, they have a joke about those from Oriente living in the capital city. They are referred to as Palestinos (Palestinians), because in Havana they are a people without land. Alto Songo, the birthplace of José Miguel Battle, was at the time of his birth nearly preindustrial, without modern plumbing and limited access to running water or electricity.

Battle was born at ten o’clock on the morning of September 14, 1929. He was the oldest child of José Maria Batlle Bestard and Angela Vargas Yzaguirre, who had been born and raised in Alto Songo. Eventually, José Miguel was joined by five brothers (Gustavo, Pedro, Sergio, Hiram, and Aldo) and a sister (Dolores). As a youth, he attended the Instituto Santiago de Cuba, the main school in the city of the same name. He graduated in 1947.

Just two years later, at the age of nineteen, Battle joined the Cuban national police in Santiago. A year and a half later he was transferred to Havana, which was a big step up for the young guajiro. Not only would he no longer have to wear the uniform of a cadet or patrol officer, but he was assigned to the vice squad, which meant he came to work in street clothes. Technically, he was a “delegate,” or investigator, with the Bureau of Investigations, a division of the national police based out of a police station in the Rio Almendares area. Battle’s unit dealt primarily with illegal gambling and robberies.

At the same time that José Miguel was inaugurating his career as a policeman in Havana, he began a family. In 1952, he married Maria Josefa Rodriguez y Vega, and within a year they had a son, José Miguel Battle Jr. They lived in the Luyano district, near the Port of Havana.

Most anyone who knew Battle during these years remembered him as someone who moved easily between the police and criminal worlds—when it came to gambling, there was little difference between the two. Gambling bosses paid the police for protection, and the money was spread throughout the chain of command. In Havana, as in many cities with an active underworld, criminals were not necessarily people you put in jail. For a detective, sometimes it was better to have crooks out on the street working for you. Battle always seemed to be looking to make alliances.

One street criminal who got to know Battle in Havana was a man we’ll call “Jesús.”2 A year younger than Battle, Jesús was a black market gun merchant in the city at a time when weapons were in high demand, both with street criminals and with political rebels plotting against the government. Jesús was part of a crew that stole guns, sometimes from the police, and sold them to whoever was interested. Occasionally he served as a middleman receiving stolen guns from others and selling them to a third party. “Sometimes,” he said, “we sold guns back to the same people they were stolen from.”

One day, a friend of Jesús’s came to him and said, “There’s a cop who wants to talk to you. His name is José Miguel Battle.”

Jesús had never heard of the guy. “What’s he want to know?”

“He knows you’ve been bartering stolen guns on the black market, guns that were stolen from the police.” Jesús’s friend knew Battle and vouched for him as someone who was “honorable,” meaning someone who knew the rules of the underworld and would not use the meeting as an opportunity to arrest him.

Jesús agreed to meet the cop. They met in the restaurant at the Hotel Sevilla Biltmore, an establishment owned by Amleto Battisti y Lora, who was a key player in the Havana Mob. Battisti, an Italian national, was, among other things, a cocaine and marijuana peddler who made regular payoffs to the police. If this cop, Battle, was willing to meet him there, Jesús knew he had nothing to worry about.

Battle showed up at the Sevilla Biltmore with Vincente Juvenciente, his partner. Jesús was there with a friend.

Said Battle to Jesús, “Did you recently buy some revolvers from a black guy in El Centro [Havana’s Central district]?”

“That depends,” said Jesús.

“Well, we arrested un negro. He tells us he sold some guns to you. Those guns were stolen from the police.”

Jesús thought about it for a few seconds and then said, “Oye, listen, I can’t tell you where anything is or who anyone is, so just let me know what else you need from me.”

Battle took full stock of him and said, “You are a real man. You don’t snitch on your partners. That is a good quality.”

From then on, Jesús and Battle became friendly. The street hustler and the cop occasionally traded information when it was mutually beneficial.

Many years later, far from Havana, Jesús would go to work for Battle’s criminal organization in the United States. He is said to have performed many functions, including serving as a hit man.

Alliances are what Havana in the 1950s was all about. Another underworld figure Battle came to know, who in the pecking order of crime was in a universe far above that of Jesús, was Santo Trafficante Jr.

Battle was introduced to Trafficante by Martín Fox. Though the Tropicana nightclub was known as the only club in town that was not owned or co-owned by the Havana Mob, the gambling concession there was controlled by Trafficante. Fox and Trafficante had a decent working relationship, and for the club owner to introduce the young vice cop to one of the premier mobsters in town was the kind of thing that made their world go round.

The Trafficante family was legendary in Cuba. Back in the 1930s, Trafficante’s Sicilian-born father was among the first mafiosi to establish a beachhead in Cuba. Santo Trafficante Sr. had been a founding father of the Mafia in Tampa, Florida, a city with a vibrant Cuban American population going back to the days of the Spanish-American War. Trafficante Sr. did criminal business with Cubans in Tampa. He learned to speak fluent Spanish, which had similarities to his native Sicilian. He came to know and appreciate Cuban culture: cigars, Spanish food, and a strong patriarchy with the women at home raising the family and the men out in the street taking care of business.

From early on, bolita was a primary aspect of the Mob’s operations in Tampa. And then there was heroin. In the 1930s, Trafficante Sr. established Cuba as a major transshipment point for heroin coming from the city of Marseille, on the French Riviera.

By the 1950s, Trafficante Sr. was old and in his last days (he died in 1954). Heroin was no longer a major aspect of the Mob’s business in Cuba. Meyer Lansky had taken over, and he made it clear that the narcotics business was out. There was no need to jeopardize the casino gambling empire they were creating on the island by bringing down the wrath of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN). Already in 1947 the FBN had brought about the deportation of Charles “Lucky” Luciano, a prominent heroin smuggler, from Cuba. From then on, the Havana Mob mostly stayed clear of the dope business.

Santo Jr. had a prickly partnership with Lansky, but he understood. With his wire-framed glasses and mostly placid demeanor, he had the look of a banker, not a gangster. He considered himself to be a businessman—granted, one who ordered hits on rivals and associates and spent his entire day scheming to commit crimes. But he was part of a proud tradition. And in Havana, that tradition had coalesced around the tried-and-true business of casino gambling, which wasn’t even illegal in Cuba.

It didn’t take long for Trafficante and Battle to form a partnership. Trafficante had other ongoing criminal rackets in Cuba, including the importation of bootleg cigarettes. Battle kept the mafioso abreast of gossip both in the law enforcement world and on the street.

Eventually, José Miguel was entrusted with an important job. Each week, he met with emissaries of Trafficante’s and picked up a suitcase or suitcases filled with cash. It was his responsibility to see that these were delivered to the presidential palace, where they eventually made their way to the president. These payments came from the “skim” at the casinos, the money that was pilfered from the counting rooms and delivered into the hands of the Mob. In Havana, there was no gaming commission. In effect, the Mob was the gaming commission.

Batista’s estimated weekly payment was $1.5 million.

Everyone benefited. The mobsters got rich. President Batista got rich. And José Miguel Battle played a small but pivotal role in a criminal alliance that would go down in history.

WHEN IT ALL CAME CRASHING DOWN, ON NEW YEAR’S DAY 1959, BATTLE AND MANY others did not initially see any reason to panic, even though the signs were not good. Batista fled the city by plane under cover of darkness. Trucks filled with guerrillas flooded into the city. One of the first actions of the people, after taking to the streets in celebration, was to trash the casinos. Slot machines and gambling tables were dragged out into the street, smashed, and set on fire. To those who were pro-Castro, the casinos had become a prime symbol of corruption and imperialist oppression.

Even so, there was reason to believe that the gaming industry might be preserved under the Castro regime. The profits generated by the casinos were too potentially remunerative for them to be shut down. As for Battle, he still had a job as a police officer, even though to have been a cop during the Batista dictatorship, with all the graft and corruption, would not put him in good standing with the new revolutionary government.

Battle stayed in Havana, but things quickly turned sour. After a period of negotiation, Castro shut down all the casinos. Battle was demoted from the vice squad to the transportation bureau. He was now a traffic inspector. He hated the job and began planning a way, as so many of his friends and associates had done, to escape the island.

On December 28, 1959, one year after Batista fled the island, Battle, through connections, was able to secure a U.S. tourist visa. He left Cuba by boat. His port of entry was New York City. He stayed at the Mayflower Hotel, at Central Park West and 61st Street. There were other Cubans who had settled in Manhattan; mostly they lived in uptown tenement apartments in the area of St. Nicholas Avenue and Fort Washington Avenue. A key point of connection for many were the roving poker games that popped up in the backs of Latin restaurants and in people’s apartments. There Battle met a number of Cuban émigrés who would become important players in his future as a gambling boss.

Occasionally, Battle made the short trip across the river to Union City, New Jersey, which was also becoming a popular locality for Cubans to settle. He bought into a bar in Union City called Johnny’s Go Go Club, located on the corner of 48th Street and Palisade Avenue. The bar had female go-go dancers. Battle’s investment was minimal, but it served its purpose as a beachhead in the new world.

The idea was for Battle to get settled and then somehow get his wife and young son out of Cuba. It was a struggle then being undertaken by thousands of exiles, part of a diaspora from an island that was being torn asunder by the consequences of revolution.

One person who met Battle during this period was Abraham Rydz, a Polish Jew who moved to Cuba with his parents at the age of two and grew up in Havana. The two men knew each other from gambling days back in Havana during the Batista era. They first met at a card game in the bustling district of Vedado. Now, a few years later, here they were as displaced refugees in New York and Union City, where they met once again over cards.

Rydz heard that Battle had a bar and was looking to establish roots in the area. Eventually they would become partners in a gambling enterprise that would make them both rich, but that was many years away. “At the time,” said Rydz, “he had nothing. None of us did. We were struggling to survive.”

In April 1960, Battle overstayed his visa—for a good reason. On the exile grapevine, he had been hearing some exciting news that the U.S. government was recruiting people for a secret invasion of Cuba. This was almost too good to be true. Many Cubans who had left the island dreamed of overthrowing Fidel and taking back their country. With the power of the U.S. military behind them, and the support of a secret organization most had never heard of called the Central Intelligence Agency, how could they lose?

Battle traveled to Miami and booked a room at the South American Hotel, on 2nd Street and Second Avenue. With more than a thousand fellow Cuban refugees, he assembled in a hangar in the adjacent city of Hialeah. It was explained to the men by representatives of the CIA that the U.S. government was committed to overthrowing Castro and helping to establish a democratic government in Cuba.

Battle was down for the cause. Within days, he shipped out, along with hundreds of other Cuban exiles, first to a secret camp in the Homestead area of South Florida, and than on to a training facility hidden in the hills of Guatemala. It was the beginning of a new adventure that Battle and the others believed would lead them all back to their homeland, where they could live as proud Cubans in the country they loved.

THE STORY OF CUBAN ORGANIZED CRIME IN AMERICA HAS ITS ROOTS IN WHAT WOULD become known as the Bay of Pigs invasion. The overwhelming majority of men who signed on for this covert operation, which was initially put in motion by the administration of Dwight D. Eisenhower and the CIA, had no criminal inclinations. On the contrary, the men who were chosen were carefully vetted to make sure they did not have criminal records or reputations that would in any way damage the image of the operation. By and large these men were driven by patriotism and ideology. Their goal was to take back Cuba. The goal of the U.S. government, on the other hand, had more to do with the Cold War, a battle against the encroachment of communism in the Western Hemisphere, with Cuba as merely a piece on a chessboard.

Either way, all concerned were embarking on a course from which there was no return. Men like José Miguel Battle, forced out of their country by what they considered to be an undemocratic and vindictive process, gave their lives over to the cause with a dedication bordering on zealotry.

The Bay of Pigs invasion would become one of the most notorious military failures in U.S. history. The men who undertook the venture were put through a further process of humiliation that had a tremendous impact on their lives, and on the fortunes of both Cuba and the United States. Along with the political and historical consequences, the failed invasion would indirectly become the seed for a criminal underworld in America known as the Corporation.

This criminal enterprise was based on bolita, the numbers racket. Under the stewardship of Battle and others, it would become a multibillion-dollar operation. But the venture never shook its roots as an undertaking based in the politics of revolution and exile. The failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion would spawn further attempts to kill Castro and overthrow the Cuban government. These secret plots were undertaken by an alliance between the CIA and militant Cuban exiles, many of whom were veterans of the invasion. This narrative thread would run through American Cold War history like a tripwire, a bomb ready to explode. The Watergate burglary, political assassinations in the United States and overseas, the Iran-Contra scandal—these were just a few of the events that grew out of the anti-Castro movement, which became a catchphrase to describe many anticommunist efforts of the CIA throughout the second half of the twentieth century.

The story of the Corporation takes place in the shadow of this larger political narrative. The anti-Castro legacy is the context for the story of Cuban American organized crime, which rivaled the Mafia in its scope and body count.

José Miguel Battle Sr. rose from being a vice cop in Havana to being the Godfather—El Padrino—in America, but the story of the Corporation involves much more than one charismatic Mob boss. More than just a criminal operation, the Corporation was a way of life for those who became involved in it. There were the boliteros and gangsters, and the many lawmen who, over the years, became part of the effort to bring them down. There were also wives, girlfriends, sons, daughters, cousins, crime victims, snitches for the police, undercover agents—an entire generation of people who became caught up in an outrageous criminal history that lasted for nearly forty years.

Initially, cops in the United States trod lightly when it came to the Cuban Mob. Along the way, Battle and other individuals were prosecuted, but not for being part of a criminal conspiracy. In some cases cops were bought off, and in others it was because the Corporation had a certain mystique. Links to the CIA and the underground anti-Castro movement through organization such as Alpha 66 and Omega 7, groups that carried out political assassinations in the United States and South America, made it seem as though the Corporation was untouchable. Over time, law enforcement zeroed in. In courtrooms in New York and Miami, the Corporation was bled dry and dismantled through indictments and convictions.

This book chronicles the rise and fall of Battle’s organization from the Bay of Pigs invasion to the present day. Along the way, Cuban gangsters forged a partnership with the Mafia and then went to war with the Italians over control of lucrative numbers parlors in New York. This war was bloody, with much collateral damage. Eventually, mayhem and murder became a way of life, with revenge plots that spanned many years and wild shootouts on the streets of Miami’s Little Havana and all around New York City and New Jersey. Though the main character of the story is El Padrino, this saga unfolds through a kaleidoscope of characters, male and female, and from many points of view. The canvas is large, because the story of the Corporation is the story not only of a criminal enterprise but also of a generation and a culture defining itself through a brutal version of the American experience.

The story of Cuban organized crime in America has never been fully told. For some, its parameters might seem exotic—murder plots are hatched at cockfights in Key Largo and carried out at Latin nightclubs in Harlem or Little Havana, all of it set to an Afro-Cuban beat. But the truth is that the narrative at play in the story of the Corporation adheres to a cherished American archetype. Irish, Italian, and Jewish gangsters have blazed this trail before, and newer versions of ethnic underworlds—African American, Asian, Mexican—have added their own unique flavors. The Horatio Alger myth—the self-aggrandizing trajectory of rags to riches, topped off with a dash of rosy optimism and American exceptionalism—may be the preferable myth to some. But stories of organized crime and the underworld are just as deeply rooted. And so room must finally be made on the shelf for this Cuban version of the classic American story.





Prologue

IDALIA FERNANDEZ DIDN’T LIKE TO BE INTERRUPTED WHILE WATCHING GENERAL Hospital. Every afternoon at 3 P.M., she turned on the popular, long-running soap opera. While watching the show, she didn’t answer the phone, and sometimes she wouldn’t answer the door either. Lately she hadn’t been answering the door anyway, because Idalia and her hit man boyfriend were on the run and hiding out in the Miami suburb of Opa-Locka. They were hiding from Cuban gangsters who were trying to kill them.

Even so, while on the lam, Idalia rarely missed an episode of General Hospital.

On the afternoon of June 16, 1976, she was watching the program when suddenly she heard a deafening cacophony of shattering glass and splitting wood.

Terrified, Idalia looked up and saw three men crashing through the apartment’s jalousie door, glass flying, and rushing into the room. One of the men was Julio Acuna, whom she knew as Chino, a gangster from New York City. He was holding a big gun with a silencer on it, and he was coming straight at her with a demented expression on his face.

For more than a year, Idalia and her boyfriend, Ernesto Torres, had been fleeing on trains and in cars, bouncing between cheap motel rooms and apartments, hoping to outrun the devil. It was all Ernestico’s fault. Idalia knew when she first met him in Union City, New Jersey, that he was a gangster who made his money from bolita, as the Cuban numbers racket was known. Idalia was Puerto Rican, but she knew all about bolita. It was hugely popular among Latinos of every nationality, many of whom placed a daily wager on a number or series of numbers. It was just like the lottery, now a state-run, legal form of betting. But back then it was an illegal enterprise controlled by organized crime. In New Jersey and all along the East Coast, the crime entity that controlled bolita among Latinos was sometimes called the Cuban Mafia. It was an organization that some in U.S. law enforcement said was more dangerous than La Cosa Nostra.

La mafia cubana was overseen by José Miguel Battle Sr., El Padrino, the Godfather. One of his most feared henchmen was Chino Acuna.

Idalia knew all this because not long ago, in Union City, her boyfriend Ernestico had worked for Battle and was friendly with Chino. But Ernestico had a falling-out with the organization when he kidnapped and shot one of its most valued bankers. This was an unfathomable act of betrayal against the organization, and so Ernestico was marked for death. One afternoon outside his and Idalia’s apartment in Cliffside, New Jersey, a car bomb went off that destroyed Ernestico’s car. He narrowly missed being blown up. A few days later, he was shot in the side outside a flower shop in upper Manhattan. Ernestico didn’t even wait for his wounds to heal. He and Idalia wrapped up the bullet wound in his side and fled by train to Miami. They arrived on New Year’s Day 1976.

Ever since, they had been slinking around like rodents, living off the land. No one was supposed to know where they were hiding out. But three weeks earlier, in the city of Hialeah, Ernestico had been targeted for death once again. He was standing on the sidewalk in front of the building where they were living when two men driving by in a car opened fire, hitting him in the forearm, shattering his radius bone. This had necessitated Idalia and Ernestico’s moving for the fourth time in the six months they’d been hiding out in Miami. At the current location in Opa-Locka, the only people who knew they were there were the lady who rented them the apartment and a kid from whom they ordered groceries to be delivered from Los Hispanos Market.

That morning, Idalia had awakened Ernestico and helped him shower. He had a cast on his forearm from the recent shooting. She cooked him something to eat. In the afternoon, Ernestico lay back down to take a nap. Idalia turned on General Hospital. And then glass from the jalousie door came shattering into the room.

Idalia saw the two men behind Chino flash by, making for the bedroom. Chino pointed his gun at Idalia and pulled the trigger. A bullet hit her in the chest, and she went down. Then Chino stood over her and fired a shot into the back of her head. He rolled her over and with the butt of his pistol bashed her in the face and mouth. Idalia descended into unconsciousness.

She should have been dead. But she wasn’t. The shot to the chest had not hit any vital organs, and the shot to her head—incredibly—entered her skull, circled around her cranium without penetrating the brain, and exited. There was so much blood and apparent damage that her attackers were sure she was dead.

When she regained awareness and opened her eyes, Idalia was covered in blood and surrounded by cops. “Who did this?” asked a detective. “Did you see who shot you?” Idalia was barely conscious. She said nothing. They loaded her on a gurney and rushed her to the nearest hospital, where she was ushered into emergency surgery.

Afterward, Idalia was visited in the hospital by more detectives. They informed her that her boyfriend Ernestico had been murdered. Hearing the killers enter the apartment, Ernestico had retrieved his gun and engaged in a shootout, but he was outgunned. He retreated deep into the bedroom. The cops found his dead body, riddled with bullet wounds, slumped in the bedroom closet. Whoever killed Ernestico had delivered a coup de grâce with the muzzle of the gun pressed against Ernestico’s flesh, a single blast between the eyes.

Hearing this news, Idalia wept. Her head was shaved and her face was a mess: two black eyes, contusions, her front teeth broken. “They killed my husband,” she said, struggling to formulate the words. “We tried. We did everything possible so they wouldn’t do it . . . But we knew that someday we were going to lose, because he made a lot of money.”

Said one of the detectives, “You don’t have to be scared anymore . . . You’re going to have to confide in us and help us out.”

“Estoy bien mareada (I’m really dizzy),” said Idalia. She knew what the cops wanted to know. “I’ve been thinking. I can’t remember if I see a movie. I think I saw El Chino coming inside the house, you know?”

One of the detectives talked, and another scribbled down notes. “You say you saw Chino come inside your house?”

“I didn’t see El Chino. I said I’ve been thinking. It’s like I saw Chino . . . I’ve got to be . . .” Idalia began moaning.

“What’s the matter, what’s the matter?” the detective asked.

“A pain.”

“Where?”

“All over my head.”

The detectives told Idalia to relax; they had lots of time. A nurse brought her a thimble of water.

“So, what do you think? Do you think it was Chino?”

“I think it was Chino . . . It must have been Chino. Because to me he looked so familiar. To me he was Chino.”

“You know Chino?”

“I know Chino.”

The other detective wrote it all down. The men paused in acknowledgment of the big moment: the victim identifying her assailant.

The detectives asked if she got a look at the other killers. Idalia said that she had been shot and passed out, so she had no way of knowing their identities.

She was lying. Idalia had clearly seen one of the other gunmen come in the door with Chino. The man she saw was the Godfather himself, José Miguel Battle Sr.

Idalia looked at the cops. “Regardless of what you may think, I’m a decent woman, you know. And I’m the mother of my daughter, and I love my daughter dearly. And my mother. I don’t want anything to happen to them.”

Idalia knew that identifying Chino would lead to a hunt to find him. Probably he would be apprehended and there would be a trial of some sort. Idalia would be called to testify, and perhaps some form of “justice” would be achieved. She knew this was true because she had seen it on TV and in the movies. But she also knew that in the real world there were certain truths that lay beyond the scales of justice, and if you expected to survive, as she had just done—miraculously—there were certain things you did not do. One of those things, if you hoped to live a long life, was that under no circumstances did you finger El Padrino, even if he was trying to have you murdered.

“That’s it,” said the woman to the detectives. “I don’t have anything else. Now please, please, go away.”





Part I

Traición/Betrayal
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Brigade 2506

JOSÉ MIGUEL BATTLE SR. SAT WITH HIS MEN. THEY WERE SPREAD OUT AROUND THE hull of a boat, some staring out to sea and others looking up at the night sky. There were few clouds to obscure the deep blue canvas above, which revealed a dazzling amalgam of celestial asterisms and constellations—the Big and Little Dippers, Corona Borealis, Orion, the Milky Way. The moon provided the only light; it glistened off the surface of the ocean, illuminating a path that led due north.

Aboard Battle’s vessel were nearly two hundred men with rifles. They hardly spoke. Quietly pondering the nature of the cosmos seemed an appropriate state of being for the undertaking at hand. Battle knew the drill: he and the other soldiers had been training for this mission for months. Now, sailing under a canopy of stars and planets, they consigned their fate to the gods.

They were on their way to Cuba to reclaim La Patria, which they felt had been unjustly seized from them by a silver-tongued despot with a scraggly beard and a prodigious cigar.

Battle’s boat was one of six vessels, each filled with hundreds of men who comprised an invading army known as the 2506 Brigade. The ships had set sail from Puerto Cabeza, on the coast of Nicaragua, at 2 A.M. the previous day. The various boats traversed the Caribbean Sea through slightly different routes, so they would not be easily detected. They sailed through the dark, watched the sun rise, continued throughout the following day, saw the sun set, and then all boats converged under cover of darkness forty miles off the coast of Cuba.

At thirty-one, Battle was older than many of the men in the brigade, a motley army of soldiers who ranged in age from sixteen to sixty-one. Though José Miguel was stout, bordering on overweight, he was a born leader. His reputation as a tough vice cop in Havana preceded him, and while training for the invasion he had distinguished himself enough to be given the rank of second lieutenant and designated the leader of a platoon. His unit would be among the first to go ashore once the flotilla reached Cuba.

The date was April 16, 1961. The brigade was scheduled to land at an area of the island known as the Bay of Pigs, Bahía de Cochinos, on the southern coast in the province of Matanzas. The landing site had been changed at the last minute. In fact, though the men had trained hard and were more than ready to fight, the battle plan for the invasion had been sucked into a political vortex of compromise and indecision.

Plans for the attack had begun years earlier under the administration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower. It was a covert operation of the Central Intelligence Agency. In 1961, upon assuming office as the newly elected president, John F. Kennedy inherited the plan. It was controversial, to say the least. The U.S. government could not be seen as sanctioning the invasion in any way. As an undeclared act of war, it would be in violation of international law.

Within the Oval Office of the White House, Kennedy voiced doubts about the plan, but he had boxed himself into a corner. During the 1960 presidential campaign, Kennedy had taunted his opponent, Vice President Richard M. Nixon. He declared that the Eisenhower administration, in allowing Fidel Castro to gain a toehold in Cuba, was soft on communism. Now Kennedy could not squelch the invasion without appearing hypocritical and cowardly. Instead, what he did was systematically chip away at aspects of the plan, all in the interest of minimizing the appearance of U.S. military involvement in the operation.

There were many questionable decisions along the way, including the order to call off preinvasion bombings of Castro’s air force. The original plan had been to take out Cuba’s warplanes before the brigade landed. But after only one bombing raid, in which only a small number of planes were disabled, President Kennedy, fearing that the United States would be implicated, ordered a halt.

The men of the 2506 Brigade had no idea that President Kennedy was in the midst of a Hamlet-like internal struggle over the invasion’s propriety and prospects for success. What mattered most to these men was their own morale, which was high. Many had left behind wives, children, and decent lives when they volunteered for the mission, and they did so with single-minded dedication. The overriding motive was vengeance, the desire to get revenge against Castro and reclaim Cuba.

How could they lose? They had been trained and were being guided by officers of the U.S. military, the most powerful fighting force on the planet. Many, upon joining the brigade, had never heard of the Central Intelligence Agency, but that hardly mattered. Their desire for victory and their blind faith were an emotional balm, a sedative that inoculated them from the reality that as they sailed the Caribbean Sea toward their homeland, their mission was shifting below them.

On board the command ship Blagar—Lieutenant Battle’s boat—some of the men played cards to bide their time. Battle loved to gamble, and poker was his game. He played cards with members of his platoon. None of these men had been told that the plan to wipe out Castro’s air force had been scrapped. It was supposed to be a surprise attack; these men were expecting to meet little or no resistance. They had no idea that the invasion had been compromised before they landed. They were sailing toward their doom.

FROM THE LONG VIEW OF HISTORY, A COMMON MISCONCEPTION ABOUT THE MEN OF THE 2506 Brigade is that they came from the upper classes in Cuba and from those in partnership with the dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista. The idea that the invasion was undertaken by people who were philosophically opposed to the revolution is not entirely true. Many brigadistas were men who had at one time been tolerant if not supportive of various dissident groups that emerged in 1950s Cuba. Some had even fought in the Sierra Maestra with Castro’s 26th of July Movement and had risked their lives on behalf of the revolution.

The organizers of the invasion—both supervising agents with the CIA and members of the anti-Castro leadership in the United States—had made a deliberate point of not including known Batista sympathizers in the brigade. They did not want the invasion to be interpreted as an attempt by the dictator to reclaim power. Along with recruiting and training an invading force of soldiers, the organizers put together a “kitchen cabinet” of political figures who would assume power once the invasion was successful and Castro was overthrown. None of these men had ties to the Batista government.

Like José Miguel Battle, some in the brigade had an axe to grind. They had lost jobs and property. Some had been forced off the island in the most humiliating manner possible; they had been stripped of their belongings, their assets seized by the government. Many were shocked to hear of the political executions ordered and carried out by a revolutionary council led by Che Guevara. Others had gone through a sustained process of disillusionment. As the Castro government undertook a series of steps that revealed the new regime to be communist, they felt betrayed. They had been hoodwinked into believing the revolution represented positive social change, not just a case of trading one dictatorship for another. Personal aggrievement, political and philosophical outrage—these were potent motivators. The men of the brigade were driven by a powerful sense of venganza.

Soon after the counterrevolutionary force had been assembled, training began at a secret camp high in the hills of Guatemala. A force of approximately fifteen hundred men was secretly transported to Base Trax, the primary camp, where they lived and trained for six months. In a sweltering tropical jungle, they were bedeviled by snakes, spiders, and exotic insects. During drills and training exercises, some men succumbed to heat exhaustion and collapsed. They were isolated from the outside world; there were no newspapers, television, or radio. The men absorbed their training with the devotion of a scholastic Jesuit studying for the priesthood.

Boot camp was overseen by the CIA and officers of the U.S. Army and Air Force. The trainees lived at the encampment and went through physical and military training every day. Physically and psychologically, the routine was rigorous. Not everyone who had signed up for the brigade was able to pass the physical training.

Each man who passed was given a number. One of those men died during training; in honor of his sacrifice, the entire force was bestowed with his number—2506—and thus the men were officially christened the 2506 Brigade.

Among the members of the brigade were the Fuentes brothers, Fidel and Ramon. Like many who wound up in the platoon led by José Miguel Battle, they knew the former cop from their days in Havana. Fidel Fuentes met Battle at a meeting of the Freemasons. Both men were members of the secret Protestant organization that had existed in Cuba since 1763, when British and Irish settlers first came to the island. Over time, the organization developed a certain prestige among some noteworthy figures in Cuba. The revered patriot and poet José Martí had been a Mason, as was, allegedly, Fidel Castro, who is believed to have taken refuge at a Freemason lodge during violent student uprisings at the University of Havana in the late 1940s.

At a Masonic lodge in the 1950s, Fidel Fuentes and José Miguel Battle first stood in a circle and locked arms in the traditional ritual of the Masons. It was a bond that would come into play years later, when Fuentes found himself aboard the Blagar, along with his brother, sailing toward Cuba as a member of Battle’s platoon. Of his platoon commander, years later Fidel Fuentes would remember, “He was a strong leader. There was no boss or chief as simpatico as Battle.”

Just four months earlier, the Fuentes brothers had left their lives in Cuba to join the fight against Castro. Their father, who had been in the Cuban military, arranged for a twenty-six-foot sailboat—a mother ship—to be moored far out at sea. On the night of December 27, 1960, Fidel, age twenty-three, Ramon, age twenty-one, their father, age forty-eight, and sixteen others made their way to the mother ship via rowboats that carried four or five people at a time. In small installments, the human cargo was less likely to be detected by authorities. After each rowboat reached the sailboat, its passengers boarded the mother ship and the rowboat was sunk.

Of the nineteen people who boarded the vessel, eight were members of the Fuentes family. The engine-powered sailboat navigated the rough Florida Strait and arrived at a secret location near Key West. Within days of touching down on U.S. soil, Fidel, Ramon, and their father headed toward Guatemala to join the fight against the dictator.

The 2506 Brigade was comprised of four battalions, each with approximately 255 men. Each battalion was comprised of four platoons. Battle was the leader of a platoon that was part of the Fourth Battalion, the initial battalion to come ashore at Playa Girón in the Bay of Pigs. Fidel Fuentes and his brother remembered it well.

“It was ten minutes to midnight when we disembarked,” said Fidel. “The first thing we noticed was that we’d been dumped into water that was up to our necks and in some cases over our heads.”

They heard the voice of Battle: “Don’t let the machine guns get wet!”

The Fuentes brothers and the other soldiers held their rifles and machine guns high over their heads and tried to navigate their way to the beach. That was made difficult by the large rocks and jagged coral reef that lined the shore of Playa Girón, cutting their feet through their boots as they stumbled on the reef, arriving at the beach exhausted and soaking wet.

Everything about the brigade’s arrival on Cuban soil was unexpected and disorienting. For one thing, Castro knew they were coming. The Cuban government had numerous spies and informants in the exile community in the United States who had relayed rumors and information about the assault. And if that weren’t enough, just three days before the invasion there had been a front page article in the New York Times noting that rumors of an invasion were rife and that it was only a question of when and precisely where the force would attack.

Members of the brigade were not aware that they were expected; if they had been, perhaps they would not have been startled to find that when they landed at Playa Girón, they were met with klieg lights and incoming fire. The Cuban army was waiting for them.

Said Fuentes, “Anyone who was there will tell you, it was a bad situation from the moment we came ashore.”

Even so, the soldiers of the brigade were there to fight. They traded gunfire with the enemy from the moment they arrived. Trucks, tanks, and artillery of the brigade disgorged from a separate boat; more were scheduled to arrive later by air.

The plan had been for the various battalions to assemble at Playa Girón and Playa Larga, thirty miles to the north. The landing zones were designated as Blue Beach and Red Beach. Astride both of these beaches was Ciénaga de Zapata, a massive swampland that stretched sixty-five miles from east to west and twenty miles north to south. The Zapata swamp was comprised of dense hardwood trees and mangroves growing out of porous marshland.

The Fourth Battalion, which included Battle’s platoon, were supposed to set up a command post at the village of San Blas, ten miles inland. Their primary mission was to secure the small airport near San Blas as a means for supplies—food, communications equipment, additional artillery, and other supplies—to be offloaded by plane. Their secondary mission was to secure the hospital at the nearby town of Yaguaramas.

It would take the battalion a full day and night to reach San Blas. Along the way, they encountered fire, including heavy artillery and bombing from the air. The brigade soldiers were stunned. “As far as we knew,” remembered Fuentes, “Castro’s air force had been wiped out. We were not expecting to encounter such ferocious resistance from the land and by air.”

Before the brigade had even gotten its bearings, something occurred that the men would remember for the rest of their lives. As they made their way through the darkness toward San Blas, amid the sounds of rocket fire, airplanes, and the occasional bomb, there came from the shoreline an explosion so loud and powerful that it shook the earth below their feet. The men turned and saw a massive mushroom cloud rising into the sky.

“Coño (damn),” said a member of the platoon. “Does Castro have an atom bomb?”

Later, the men would learn that one of their primary supply ships, the Río Escondido, loaded with fuel tanks and artillery, had been hit from the air and ignited in a thunderous ball of flames. But at the time it shocked the men; they didn’t know what it was, leading them to surmise that whatever they were up against was more massive and destructive than anything they had imagined.

The road to San Blas was littered with vehicles and artillery abandoned by the Cuban military. There were swamps on both sides of the road. They approached a sugar mill near the village of Covadonga. It had been nearly twenty-four hours since the platoon first came ashore; the men were hungry and exhausted. Suddenly, out of the darkness, they saw a group of cattle crossing the road. Someone exclaimed, “There’s our dinner! We can kill them and eat them.”

As they approached the cattle, the platoon came under attack. Out in the middle of the road, exposed to enemy fire, Battle’s men had no choice but to use the cattle as cover to hinder the incoming rounds. The animals were shot to pieces. The men would have preferred to eat the beasts; instead, they sacrificed the animals to save their lives and were then forced to scurry into the swamp to hide.

Eventually, the Fourth Battalion achieved its primary goals: the men established a command post at San Blas and took over the hospital at Yaguaramas. There were many casualties along the way. The brigade may have been greatly outnumbered, but their training was superior. At least initially, most of the casualties were among their adversaries in the Cuban militia.

By day three of the attack, Lieutenant Battle’s platoon was hunkered down at San Blas. Then an incident occurred that shaped the lives of numerous men involved—including the Fuentes brothers and José Miguel Battle. In later years, when the fog of war gave way to the harsh realities of civilian life, this incident would be used by defenders of Battle to suggest that, whatever else he was, he was a war hero. It would become the foundation of his legend, a facilitator and explanation for all that was to come in his life.

RAUL MARTINEZ URIOSTE HAD NEVER HEARD OF JOSÉ MIGUEL BATTLE WHEN, ON APRIL 17—D-Day—he departed from Puerto Cabeza in a C-46 cargo plane as part of the 2506 Brigade’s paratroop unit, known as Company C. The company was comprised of four dozen paratroopers. They had trained separately from the other soldiers in an area of Guatemala known as La Suisa. As they approached the Bay of Pigs, their pilot flew in low at approximately six hundred feet. Gunfire struck the belly of the airplane.

Remembered Martinez, “We looked at each other: Hey, we’re being shot at. This is real.”

At the time, Martinez was a young man, having left Cuba in the wake of the revolution at the age of nineteen. He’d grown up watching World War II movies starring John Wayne at the local cinema and on television. He’d turned twenty in the training camp at La Suisa. Earlier that morning, as the paratroopers boarded their plane, he was excited but also startled by something he had seen. The number on the side of his plane was 8-6-4. For Cubans who are superstitious, numbers have a significance or meaning. Eight-six-four translated roughly as “death under the moon for the soldier,” or, as Martinez interpreted it, muerte con muerte grande, the big death.

“When I first saw that,” he said, “I didn’t want to get on that plane.”

His training as a soldier overruled his superstitions, and he got on the plane.

The first squad of paratroopers jumped out over San Blas. Martinez was part of a second squad of nineteen men who were dropped over what had been designated Combat Outpost #2, a dirt road leading to the village of Covadonga. As he drifted down over Cuban soil, the first thing Martinez heard was what he thought was a police siren. Wait a minute! he thought. We’re soldiers, this is a war. And somebody called the cops!? He was offended. But as soon as his platoon touched ground, they knew they were indeed in a war.

The siren, as it turned out, was from an ambulance, which was exactly what Martinez’s squad needed. Upon landing, one of the men had accidentally shot himself in the thigh. The paratroopers commandeered the ambulance and headed toward San Blas. There they were reunited with the rest of Company C.

The command post at San Blas was bustling with activity. Over shortwave radio, the men heard reports from the front. Clearly, the battle was not going as planned, but at this point there was no sense that all was lost. The most disturbing reality was that even as they encountered Cuban armed forces that had advance knowledge of the invasion and were buttressed with an infantry and air force far greater in number than they expected, the brigade anticipated that they would receive backup from the United States. So far, that backup was nowhere in sight.

At San Blas, Martinez’s squad was given an assignment by battalion commander Alejandro Del Valle. They were to return to Combat Outpost #2 and set up a roadblock to stop or delay the advance of enemy troops toward San Blas. Their unit of nineteen paratroopers would be augmented by nine men from the Fourth Battalion, including men from Battle’s platoon.

It was at San Blas that Martinez first laid eyes on José Miguel Battle. Their introduction was so brief that he might not have remembered it at all except that Battle, like him, was a man who clearly liked to eat. “He was fat like me,” remembered Martinez, who had no idea that he and this man would soon cross paths in a way that would alter the trajectory of his life.

The paratroopers and the men from Battle’s battalion headed back toward the front. They traveled with a tank, an ambulance, and a truck they had commandeered from the enemy. For artillery, they were outfitted with weapons from the heavy weapons battalion, which had landed by sea the night before. This included a .50-caliber machine gun and a 75mm recoilless rifle. Martinez was the unit’s forward observer, outfitted with a PRC10 radio, binoculars, and an M-1 carbine.

Southwest of the Covadonga sugar mill, in the village of Jocuma—which was nothing more than a few houses on the side of the road—the unit spent the day without any disturbances. That night at 10:30 P.M., Martinez spotted an enemy jeep two kilometers south of the village, headed in their direction. “Hey,” he said to his men manning the artillery, “I got a target for you.”

The men were excited. They advanced forward to the side of the road, out in the open. As the jeep approached, they aimed the .50-caliber machine gun and fired.

They must have hit a gas tank, because the jeep exploded in a ball of flames. Martinez watched through his binoculars. “The driver of the jeep was trapped between his seat and the steering wheel. He was burned to a crisp and died a horrible death.”

The brigadistas did not have time to celebrate. Twenty feet behind the incinerated jeep was a lumbering tank, a Soviet-made T-34 from World War II. With all that fire, the area had been illuminated. They could see that in the turret of the tank was a Cuban soldier with a heavy-caliber machine gun. The machine gunner spotted Martinez and his men and opened fire.

Martinez and his men were completely exposed; they had nowhere to turn. Incoming fire sprayed all around them like a violent hailstorm.

The man next to Martinez was hit and killed. The soldier to his right was hit in the back. “He made the mistake of screaming out and rising up. He was hit a second time and killed. The guy manning the .50-caliber, he was hit in the buttock, but he didn’t get up. That’s why he survived.” Miraculously, Martinez was not hit. As he remembered it, “I was born that day.”

More enemy vehicles were approaching—another tank and infantry on both sides of the road. The squad was in danger of being surrounded and obliterated.

“I had no desire to play hero, but I didn’t have any choice. The shooter of our machine gun was hurt, so I took over the machine gun. My principle was, whatever moves, shoot it. I had a good time with the machine gun shooting tracer rounds. The leader of the post came over from the other side of the road and told me, ‘Hey, don’t waste so many bullets.’”

One of their men fired a bazooka and hit the enemy tank, disabling the caterpillar treads so that the vehicle was dead in its tracks. Suddenly the occupants of the tank appeared through the turret; they were attempting to flee. In the darkness, Martinez opened fire. The enemy scattered for cover in the swamp.

The dust settled. There was no way of knowing if Martinez had hit any of the men. It was eerily quite until one of the enemy soldiers cried out, “Teniente Julio, estoy herido (Lieutenant Julio, I’m wounded).” Apparently, Lieutenant Julio, the soldier’s boss, had vanished. He called out again, “Teniente Julio, estoy herido.”

Remembered Martinez, “We remained quiet. Then the guy made a big mistake, he called out, ‘Teniente Julio, dónde estás? (Lieutenant Julio, where are you?).’ One of our men answered by calling out, ‘Está templando con tu madre, maricón (He’s out fucking your mother, faggot.)’”

The guy tried to change his position; Martinez and his men saw him in the moonlight walking on the road, with his rifle raised, ready to shoot. “We took him out with the .50-caliber machine gun.” Martinez advanced to make sure the enemy soldier was dead. “He was cut into two pieces, honest to goodness. It was terrible, but that’s war. It was him or us.”

It was a temporary victory, because more enemy vehicles were approaching. Martinez scurried back down into the swamp. It appeared hopeless.

And this was where José Miguel Battle came into play.

Apparently a man from Martinez’s squad had escaped on foot and run all the way back to San Blas. He told commander Del Valle, “It’s a slaughter up there. They are under attack from a tank column and infantry. The entire unit has probably been wiped out.”

Del Valle suggested that they wait for tank support, which was expected to arrive shortly, but Battle spoke up. “What are we waiting for?” he said. “I’m going to get my guys.”

“Battle,” said Del Valle, “you only have one truck. It’s a suicide mission. You’ll be driving into enemy fire, and they’re probably already dead.”

“Well, then I’ll bring back their bodies.” Battle turned to his men and asked, “Who is with me?”

The Fuentes brothers, Fidel and Ramon, said, “Let’s go.”

The three men loaded the M-35 cargo truck with a .50-caliber machine gun and whatever hand weapons they had. That was it. They headed toward the front.

It was after 2 A.M. The dirt road was barely able to handle the truck. The men sat mostly in silence, shrouded in near-total darkness except for the truck’s headlights, which illuminated the rocky, pockmarked surface of the road and the surrounding jungle of dense trees and mangroves. Watching the road was like looking through a keyhole: a sliver of light that stretched twenty feet and then a dark abyss. Battle and his men knew that there were enemy patrols likely all around
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