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			To Ralph “Pappy” Shelton, a true patriot

		

	
		
			The green beret is again becoming a symbol of excellence, a badge of courage, a mark of distinction in the fight for freedom.

			John F. Kennedy, 1962 letter to the United States Army supporting Special Forces

		

	
		
			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			U.S. SPECIAL FORCES

			Major Ralph “Pappy” Shelton: Leader of the Green Beret team that trained the Second Ranger Battalion in La Esperanza, Bolivia. Born in Corinth, Mississippi, he dropped out of school in the tenth grade to pick cotton and do odd jobs to help support his mother. Shelton joined the military as a private and worked his way up to major. He fought in Korea and was deployed to Laos and the Dominican Republic. The mission to Bolivia was his last.

			KEY MEMBERS OF HIS TEAM

			Captain Edmond Fricke: Executive Officer/S-3

			Captain LeRoy Mitchell: Executive Officer/S-3

			Captain Margarito Cruz: S-2

			First Lieutenant Harvey Wallender: S-2

			Master Sergeant Oliverio Gomez: Team Sergeant

			Master Sergeant Roland Milliard: Intelligence Sergeant

			Sergeant First Class Daniel Chapa: Light Weapons Sergeant

			Sergeant First Class Hector Rivera-Colon: Heavy Weapons Sergeant

			Staff Sergeant Jerald Peterson: Medical Specialist

			Staff Sergeant James Hapka: Medical Specialist

			Staff Sergeant Wendell Thompson Jr.: Radio Operator

			Sergeant Alvin Graham III: Radio Operator

			THE GUERRILLAS

			Ernesto “Che” Guevara: An Argentinian doctor, he abandoned his profession to help Fidel Castro overthrow Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista. Che was the charismatic, iconic symbol of the Cuban Revolution. With his long hair and scraggly beard, green fatigues and beret, he preached a simple message: The duty of a revolutionary was to make revolution. He eventually left Cuba to spread revolution—first in Africa, then Bolivia.

			KEY MEMBERS OF CHE’S GUERRILLAS

			(The first name is the guerrilla’s alias, followed by his or her real name.)

			Joaquin (Acuna Nunez Juan Vitalio): A Cuban-born officer who was a member of the Central Committee of the Cuban Communist Party. He was the rear guard commander.

			Tania (Tamara Bunke Bide): Born in Argentina to German parents, she was sent to Bolivia in 1961 to facilitate the arrival of the guerrillas and set up an urban support structure.

			Paco (Castillo Chavez): A Bolivian Communist recruited to the party with promises of going to the university in Havana or Moscow. Instead, he was drafted into Che’s guerrilla band. After his unit was ambushed, he provided key information and details that allowed the Bolivians to find Che.

			Inti (Guido Peredo): A Bolivian guerrilla, he was one of Che’s most tactically proficient and capable fighters. He worked with Peruvian guerrilla fighters before joining Che’s force.

			Camba (Orlando Jimenez Bazan): A Bolivian guerrilla trained in Cuba.

			Antonio (Orlando Pantoja): Che’s lieutenant in the Sierra Maestra, he was the head of Cuba’s Coast and Harbor Surveillance.

			Arturo (Rene Martinez Tamayo): A captain in the Cuban Army Department of Investigation.

			Moises (Moises Guevara Rodriguez): A Bolivian Communist and union mining leader.

			Ernesto (Freddy Maymura): A Bolivian who was a medical student on scholarship in Cuba.

			Braulio (Israel Reyes Zayas): A Cuban veteran of the Sierra Maestra and the Second Front of the Escambray.

			Miguel (Manuel Hernandez): A veteran of the Sierra Maestra campaign with Che.

			Chino (Juan Pablo Chang Navarro): A Peruvian Communist Party leader. 

			Coco (Robert Peredo Leigue): A Bolivian who bought the Nancahuazu farm property.

			Julio (Mario Gutirrez Ardaya): A Bolivian medical student on scholarship in Cuba.

			Pacho (Alberto Fernandez Montes de Oca): A longtime Che friend and Cuban director of mines. He entered Bolivia with a Uruguayan passport and alias: Antonio Garrido.

			Willy (Simon Cuba): A Bolivian guerrilla who was captured with Che near La Higuera.

			Jules Regis Debray: A French Communist, he was famous for writing a book about revolutions. He was arrested in April 1967 after leaving Che’s camp. He later confirmed Che’s presence in Bolivia. His arrest kicked off the manhunt that eventually led to the death of the guerrilla leader.

			Ciro Roberto Bustos: An Argentinian painter and a salesman, he was with Che and arrested with Debray. Like the Frenchman, he eventually revealed Che’s involvement with the guerrillas and provided the Bolivian government with sketches of the guerrilla fighters.

			George Andrew Roth: An Anglo-Chilean journalist who was arrested with Bustos and Debray after leaving Che’s camp.

			CIA OPERATIVES

			Félix Rodríguez: A member of the Cuban exile community, he was part of a clandestine unit that had taken part in the Bay of Pigs invasion. Rodríguez worked with the CIA on numerous anti-Castro plots and raids before being selected to hunt Che in Bolivia.

			Gustavo Villoldo: Another Cuban exile, Villoldo fought in the Bay of Pigs invasion and was a veteran of numerous raids into Cuba. He volunteered to hunt for Che in the Congo and was urged to “volunteer” for the Bolivian mission.

			Larry Sternfield: The CIA officer who recruited Rodríguez and Villoldo for the Che mission.

			John Tilton: The head of the CIA in La Paz.

			THE AMERICANS

			Douglas Henderson: A career diplomat, Henderson served as the U.S. ambassador to Bolivia during the guerrilla insurgency led by Che.

			Walt Whitman Rostow: A staunch anti-Communist, Rostow served as a national security advisor in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations.

			Dean Rusk: The secretary of state under Kennedy and Johnson, he wanted to keep U.S. forces out of Bolivia.

			Richard Helms: The CIA director, he was highly critical of Barrientos and wondered if the Bolivian president could survive the Che crisis.

			Robert Porter: The commander of United States Southern Force (SOUTHCOM), the general sent a Special Forces unit to Bolivia to train the Rangers.

			William Tope: A brigadier general on Porter’s staff, he went on a fact-finding mission in Bolivia to gauge the rebel threat.

			Magnus Smith: The Eighth Special Forces Group commander, the colonel assigned Shelton to Bolivia.

			Harry Singh: An American with the U.S. Agency for International Development, he provided Shelton with the materials and machinery to help build a school in the village.

			BOLIVIAN HIGH COMMAND

			René Barrientos Ortuno: A dashing air force general elected Bolivian president in 1966. A charismatic leader, he was pro-American and had strong ties to the peasants, who supported his administration.

			Alfredo Ovando Candía: A general who seized power with Barrientos in a 1964 military coup. They ruled together until January 1966, when Barrientos resigned to run for president. After Barrientos’s victory, Ovando took over the military.

			Luis Adolfo Siles Salinas: A close friend of Barrientos who was elected vice president in 1966.

			Jorge Belmonte Ardile: An air force general, he was a member of Barrientos’s inner circle.

			BOLIVIAN COMMANDERS

			Gary Prado Salmon: A captain in the Bolivian Army, he became a commander of one of the Bolivian Ranger companies trained by Shelton’s team.

			Joaquin Zenteno Anaya: A colonel in the Eighth Division, his unit worked with the Rangers to trap the guerrillas.

			Arnaldo Saucedo: An Eighth Division intelligence officer, the major worked closely with the CIA’s Félix Rodríguez to track down Che Guevara.

			Andres Selich: A lieutenant colonel who was one of the first Bolivian officers to interrogate Che.

			Jose Gallardo: A colonel who was placed in charge of the new regiment and training camp in La Esperanza.

			Miguel Ayoroa Montano: A major, he was appointed the Rangers’ battalion commander.

			Mario Vargas Salinas: A captain who was in charge of an ambush that wiped out Che’s lost contingent at Yado del Yeso.

			Jaime Nin de Guzman: A helicopter pilot who shuttled Bolivian officers from Vallegrande to La Higuera after Che was captured.

			BOLIVIAN SOLDIERS

			Augusto Silva Bogado: A captain with the army’s Fourth Division in Camiri, his unit was on patrol when the guerrillas ambushed in March 1967.

			Hernan Plata: A major who was among the Bolivian soldiers captured in the same ambush.

			Ruben Amezaga: A second lieutenant and friend of Prado, he was killed during the ambush.

			Mario Salazar: Trained by the Special Forces, he joined the army to hunt down and destroy Che’s guerrilla force.

			Ruben Sanchez: A major whose unit was ambushed on patrol in the Nancahuazu River valley in April 1967. He was captured in the ambush.

			Luis Saavedra Arambel: A lieutenant, he was fatally shot during the same patrol.

			Jorge Ayala: A second lieutenant who helped reorganize troops during the April ambush.

			Carlos Martins: Another second lieutenant who tried to come to Sanchez’s rescue.

			Remberto Lafuente: A lieutenant who led Bolivian soldiers into the jungle to rescue Sanchez and his men.

			Juan Vacaflor: A lieutenant, he was briefly captured by the rebels during the raid on Samaipata.

			Bernardino Huanca: A sergeant with Prado’s B Company, he took out a guerrilla nest during a firefight near La Higuera, leading to Che’s capture.

			Sergeant Mario Teran: Another member of Prado’s company, he was the soldier who volunteered to “take care” of Che in the schoolhouse.

			CIVILIANS

			Epifano Vargas: A civilian guide who was shot by guerrillas as he was helping an army patrol in March 1967.

			Honorato Rojas: A farmer who betrayed Che’s men at Yado del Yeso.

			Dioniso Valderomas: A resident of La Esperanza, he lived near the sugar mill where U.S. Special Forces soldiers trained the Bolivian Rangers.

			Dorys Roca: One of fourteen family members who lived in a three-room house in La Esperanza, she fell in love with American soldier Alvin Graham III.

			Erwin Bravo: The mayor, he supported the presence of U.S. troops in La Esperanza.

			Manosanta Humerundo: As the Holy Hand, he was a medicine man who treated sick villagers in La Esperanza.
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			PART ONE

			MANY VIETNAMS

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			3 November 1966

			The passengers on the flight were buckled in and braced for landing, crossing themselves and breathing deeply.

			Flying into La Paz was almost always a white-knuckle experience, and most of the passengers on the packed DC-6 were too busy praying to ponder the spectacular Andes views outside their windows. The pilots pointed the plane at the runway of El Alto International Airport, thirteen thousand feet up, the world’s highest. They knew what to expect, but the blasts of wind off the mountaintops rocked the craft from side to side and wrung cries and shouts from the people in the seats. They’d come fifteen hundred miles from Sao Paulo, Brazil, to the Bolivian capital, three hours of bucking and pitching. The air in the cramped cabin was clammy with fear.

			One man did not seem to notice the atmosphere of imminent death. He sat on the aisle seat near the front of the cabin, his white shirt and Windsor-knotted tie crisp and fresh. Adolfo Mena Gonzalez maintained the comfortable calm of a man whose plans are carefully laid, a man accustomed to being obeyed. He was a pudgy, clean-shaven, middle-aged man with black horned-rimmed glasses and flecks of gray along the edge of his receding hairline. In his pocket was a Uruguayan passport.

			On his mind was his mission.

			He felt confident no one in Bolivia would recognize him. It was thirteen years since he’d been there last, and he looked nothing like the unwashed young medical-school graduate who’d passed through with a friend on a transcontinental motorcycle journey. They were scruffy kids then, carefree thrill-seekers. But that trip opened Gonzales’s eyes to the ugly sides of South America, country after country where a few wealthy people controlled the riches and resources while the rest struggled through lives of horrifying poverty. At the end of the journey the idealistic young doctor changed his career path. He abandoned medicine to fight for social justice.

			He was coming back to Bolivia to take on the biggest challenge of his life. After two years of meticulous planning, everything was now in place: the cars he would drive, the routes he would follow, the remote farmhouse where he would live. He wasn’t sure how long he would stay in Bolivia. A few months? A year? Much depended on the people on the ground. All he had to do now was survive this landing, and make it through customs.

			The plane’s wheels bounced onto the runway, the engines screamed. Gonzalez felt adrenaline shoot through his body. He pushed his glasses up onto his nose and nodded to Antonio Garrido, the white-faced man in the next seat, his comrade.

			When the cabin door opened, the men bounded off the plane into the glorious mid-afternoon sun. They breathed the thin air deeply and moved quickly from the tarmac to the terminal. A slim, sexy woman with long black hair approached them, her black beret tilted so rakishly down it covered her eyebrow. Heads turned toward her. Her high cheekbones and upturned nose singled her out as a European, and her clothing said she was a Bohemian intellectual, maybe a poet or a sculptor. She trained her brown eyes on Gonzalez and embraced him like an old friend.

			Into his passport pocket she slipped a folded paper. The trio made for the security gates, and as the woman greeted Garrido, Gonzalez reached for his passport and opened the new document. It was invaluable, exactly what he had hoped for:

			The Director of Information of the Presidency of the Republic has the pleasure of presenting:

			Adolfo Mena Gonzalez

			Special Envoy of the Organization of American States, who is undertaking a study and collecting information on the social and economic relations that prevail in the Bolivian countryside.

			The undersigned, who has presented this credential, ask all national authorities and private persons and institutions to lend Senor Adolfo Mena all the cooperation that they can in order to facilitate his research effort.

			Signed:

			Gonzalo Lopez

			Director of Information

			Presidency of the Republic of Bolivia

			La Paz,

			November 3, 1966

			With this document, Gonzalez and his friend could travel freely through Bolivia. It was his “get out of jail free” card—a rare treasure for any traveler. The woman was well connected to rich and powerful figures in Bolivia. Hard things were easy for her.

			Having walked calmly to the customs table, Gonzalez handed his passport and the letter to the agent. The man in the khaki uniform inspected the documents and closely examined the suit-and-tie photo of Gonzalez. He glanced at Gonzalez to see if the faces matched, then stamped the passport and waved him through.

			Gonzalez sighed and waited for Garrido to clear customs. The pair had memorized the airport layout months before, and they hurried out of the terminal to the curb where the woman was waiting in her Jeep. They kept silent on the ten-mile drive, passing roadside stands where vendors sold fruit, vegetables, and clothing. La Paz was built in a canyon with homes and apartment houses climbing the steep hills alongside. Low stucco shops and cafés stood along crowded, narrow streets. In the distance, through the haze of exhaust, Gonzalez glimpsed the majestic snowcapped peaks of the Illimani, the highest mountain range in the Andes. They traveled north into the city center, on to the fashionable tree-lined Prado district, and up to the Hotel Copacabana.

			More friends greeted him there. He checked into a third-floor suite and they followed him upstairs. For hours they discussed their plans and marveled at how well he looked, until the exhausted Gonzalez excused himself to his private room.

			He was in a fine hotel at the urban heart of Bolivia, but Gonzalez had no intention of staying. He would rest tonight and leave for the ranch first thing in the morning. The trip would take two days, following the edge of a mountainous jungle. Most of the roads were unpaved.

			The noise in the next room died down. He was too tired to fall asleep. He thought about leaving straightaway. He paced the room for a few minutes to calm himself, then brushed back the thick white balcony curtains. The Illimani filled his view and marched away to the horizon, rank after rank of snow-covered glory. He lit a cigar and stared at the dusky vista, then took his trusty Minolta camera from its bag. Gonzalez carried his camera everywhere, snapping pictures like an enthusiastic tourist. He looked around the luxurious room, memorizing details. He was accustomed to the finest hotels and superb restaurants. This would likely be the last such indulgence, he told himself.

			It was worth it. This mission was vital to his greater plan. Here he meant to start “two, three or many Vietnams” in Latin America, and ultimately bring the capitalist warlords of the United States to their knees.

			Gonzalez sat in a chair by the window. On the wardrobe door directly in front of him hung a full-length mirror. He stared at his reflection, startled at his transformation into a middle-class business traveler. Maybe he wanted to document the start of his great journey. For whatever reason, Gonzalez poised his camera in his lap, scowled into the mirror, and snapped his portrait.

			He changed out of his suit and back into himself. The time was right, he knew, for revolution in Bolivia.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Ambush

			Captain Augusto Silva Bogado felt a trickle of sweat run from his collar down his backbone. The morning sun was pushing the shade out of the steep valley, shining off the river and turning the jungle into a steam bath. His men walked along the banks below, while he and the higher ranks stayed among the trees on the hillside.

			Silva and his men were part of the Bolivian Army Fourth Division, based in the oil town of Camiri. The men below, thirty-five conscripts under his command, were looking for suspicious foreigners, men with guns and money. They were following up a tip uncovered by Silva himself. It would probably turn out to be nothing, Silva thought. Troublemakers stayed up north near the tin and copper mines. There wasn’t much to occupy a foreigner down here in the southeastern scrubland.

			But no one could afford to ignore rumors repeated several times, in several places. He had to be prepared.

			The men spread out across the valley. Slowly, carefully, the soldiers walked in a jagged line along the Rio Nancahuazu. They wrestled with thick vegetation that lined the valley floor, and they cradled their Mauser rifles as they walked, occasionally splashing into the water and swearing. Silva thought they looked more like reluctant hikers than soldiers. They’d been trained for war, but none of them had ever smelled gun smoke.

			Most of his men were campesinos—poor and mostly illiterate Indians doing their required year of military service. It was their duty to serve, and they were resigned to it. Some even seemed to enjoy army life, and why not? There was no war. Food, shelter, and wages in the barracks usually far exceeded what they had at home, and they received technical training they could use after leaving the military. For the soldiers, this was a routine reconnaissance mission in Bolivia’s remote badlands. The only real danger was a backwoods cocaine producer, or a poisonous snake or spider.

			From his position near the front, Silva scanned the brush on the rocky slopes. So far, he saw nothing. It had been like that for days. He pushed forward.

			He made a mental review of the report he’d turned in:

			9 March, 1967. Dropped off by an army patrol near property owned by Segundino Parada near the village of Tatarenda.

			Assignment: Determine whether there were enough ovens, water, and firewood on the land for turning local stone into calcinated lime, a possible explosive.

			After examining the property, Silva was ready to return to Camiri. There were few army vehicles in the area, so the soldier hitched a ride back with a Bolivian State Oil Deposits truck. During the ride, oil workers told about the strange men with foreign accents roaming the area, “big, bearded men carrying backpacks and with plenty of money,” “forty to fifty million pesos.”

			Silva still smiled at the memory.

			That seemed highly unlikely. Few men in rural Bolivia carried that kind of cash. When Silva told his commander about the rumor, a pilot was sent up for an aerial reconnaissance. Four men were spotted along the Grande River, so Silva and his men were sent out here to gather more information. On the way they learned that in Tatarenda, two men dressed in olive-drab trousers and jackets had bought and cooked two pigs and taken canned food and cigarettes with them into the jungle. Police in the nearby village of Lagunillas arrested two “paramilitary types” for trying to sell weapons. Not a good sign.

			Silva shook his head. Who were these men? What were they doing?

			The army thought it important enough to send another unit to help Silva. After the two units joined forces, they marched on an isolated farmhouse with a tin roof. Inside they found food, blankets, and the key to a Jeep parked outside. A fire was still burning in the kitchen. If the men in the olive-drab trousers had been at home, they’d left in a hurry.

			The dirt paths surrounding the house were worn—a sign that there had been plenty of organized activity.

			Silva had to find these men. They were probably drug dealers, and the army would have to shut them down. First, though, Silva called for more reinforcements—just in case they needed to use deadly force.

			The extra men arrived with Major Hernan Plata, a mixed blessing—Plata had little on-the-ground experience. Silva and Plata organized the morning patrol along the Nancahuazu, with Silva taking the first section and Plata’s men following about forty-five yards back. A well-armed third section, led by Lieutenant Lucio Loayza, took up the rear with 60mm mortars and a .30-caliber machine gun.

			The plan was to advance up along both sides of the Nancahuazu. If they found the foreigners or ran into trouble, they would call for air support.

			On March 23, they commenced at dawn. Silva had just brought his mental report up to date when one of his soldiers called him forward.

			“Footprints,” the man called to him. “They head up the path cut along the canyon.”

			Silva came up to where the soldier was standing on the bank. In the mud he could just make out the waffle-prints of boots leading down a path that went farther into the canyon.

			“Good job,” Silva said.

			Signaling the point man, he gave the order to move forward.

			The path meandered deeper into the V-shaped valley. Boulders and brush thickened as the walls grew steeper on each side. Silva and his men walked in the brush along the bank for a few minutes before the zigzagging riverbed straightened itself into a narrow arroyo. Boulders dotted the banks. A small stretch of woods stood where the river once again curved away out of sight. The valley was strangely silent.

			Silva glanced upstream at his men. Lieutenant Ruben Amezaga and Epifano Vargas, a civilian guide, stood in the water, cooling themselves in the weak current.

			Someone shouted. A man’s voice in a foreign accent: “Viva la liberacion nacional.”

			A gunshot cracked from the ridge high above. A second later the valley exploded into confusion. A barrage of gunfire made it impossible to hear anything. Rounds sliced through the brush, wood slivers and mud flew upward and perfumed the air. Silva’s men shouted and screamed as the patrol scrambled for cover.

			Lieutenant Amezaga charged forward from his exposed position in the river, firing his weapon toward the woods. Several rounds smashed into him, and the young officer fell headfirst into the water. Vargas turned away from the barrage, but he, too, crumpled into the brown river.

			Silva knew he was in trouble. He and his men were between the hillsides with the enemy above them. They were trapped in the kill zone. They couldn’t move forward—the fire was too intense. Behind them Plata’s men were also pinned down. Bullets raked the path. They were trapped.

			Silva tried to fire back, but it was impossible to get a clear shot at the shooters’ concealed positions in the rocks. He could hear the wounded men screaming. Several lay along the bank, blood pooling around them. Glancing down the path he’d just traveled, Silva saw another of his men stagger to the earth.

			Over the gunfire he could hear the foreign voice calling him to surrender. The accent was not Bolivian, he thought. Cuban, maybe? Silva’s brother was studying in Cuba. He knew the accent.

			With no response, more rounds from the guerrillas’ guns cracked ahead and behind. There was no escaping the cross fire. Silva shouted to his men to cease firing. He glanced at his watch. Six minutes after the first shot, the gunfire stopped.

			Looking behind him, Silva saw Plata’s men drop their weapons. But the rear guard didn’t surrender. Burdened by heavy weapons, the eight soldiers had stayed in place during the firefight. Now they retreated back along the river. Silva could hear the soldiers frantically tearing through the jungle. Maybe they would make it back to Fourth Division headquarters in Camiri. The commanders would send reinforcements, Silva hoped.

			But for now, he had to survive. Atop the hill Silva saw guerrillas emerging from the thick brush. There were only a handful of them, dressed in olive-drab fatigues. Seven Bolivian soldiers lay dead. Four more were wounded. Fourteen more soldiers surrendered.

			A small, bearded man was in charge, Silva saw. The guerrillas called him “Inti.” He wore a green cap over his black hair, and he barked orders at Silva’s men like a drill sergeant.

			“Move the dead onto the riverbank,” he shouted, and the new prisoners rushed to obey. The guerrillas moved down the valley, rounding up more soldiers as they went. Major Plata emerged from behind a bush, crying like a baby. The soldiers looked at the officer with disdain. When Lieutenant Loayza and his men arrived with their hands on their heads, Silva thought he might cry, too—there was no one left to run, or to radio for help.

			The body of Vargas, the oil company guide, was the last pulled from the water. One of the guerrillas kicked it in the ribs. “That’s the way informers die,” he said.

			Led at gunpoint, Silva and his men carried the wounded into the brush and up to the guerrilla camp. Plata followed close on Inti’s heels, babbling about his plans to retire from the army in only a few months. He offered to show Inti his papers, details of the intelligence and battle plans, if the guerrillas would set him free.

			“We are to signal our position soon,” he said. “If they don’t hear from us, the planes will come.”

			One of the attackers took Plata’s papers and disappeared with them over the hillside.

			Inti took Plata aside, but the soldiers could still hear him, weeping and chattering. He gave up the army’s mission, its position and plans.

			The guerrillas gathered Silva and his men into a circle and passed canteens of water among them. They hunched on the ground and swallowed the water in grateful gulps.

			One of the conscripts handed back the bottle to its owner.

			“Please kill that coward Plata. He’s not one of us,” he told the guerrilla. “He’s a despot. He punishes us with no mercy if we break the smallest rule, but look at him now.”

			“He’s a coward,” another of Plata’s men said, spitting on the ground.

			Silva just shook his head and kept his eyes down. Plata embarrassed him, but he knew the commander was trying to save his own life. They couldn’t fight their way out, and only God knew what these men had planned for them.

			Silva listened while his commander “sang like a canary.” He formed a plan of his own. If he pretended sympathy with the guerrillas’ cause, maybe they wouldn’t execute him or his men.

			When Silva’s turn came to talk with Inti, he hinted at Communist ties. “I joined the army on request of the party,” Silva said. “My brother is studying in Cuba.”

			Silva told the stranger about life in the Bolivian Army, how hard it was to fight when resources were stretched so thin, the food was bad, and no one could be bothered to communicate. A little later, he passed along the names of two officers he thought might collaborate with a revolution.

			Inti listened to Silva ramble, and ordered the guerrillas to treat the wounded. As they bandaged the wounds, the guerrillas talked about the cause, how theirs was a struggle for freedom and the people, how the Bolivian campesinos were being exploited by the government and the military. The Bolivian people deserved a better life, they said. They finished up by offering the Bolivian soldiers a place in their ranks.

			The men listened quietly to the speeches.

			“I don’t know why I have been sent to fight,” one of the wounded said.

			“We have no choice. Our fathers had no choice. We do what we are told,” another conscript told them.

			They were in survival mode. No one wanted to die.

			Night fell, but nobody slept. Silva didn’t know what would happen. He considered his options, and prepared to die. When? He didn’t know. He thought about his family, his wife and children. Silva had to find an escape. But there was no way out of the camp. They had too many men, too many guns. This wasn’t some ragtag gang. They were well-trained, well-armed fighters.

			At daybreak Inti addressed the prisoners. Silva’s heart raced: Was this it? he thought. But Inti surprised them all.

			“All the prisoners will go free,” Inti told them. “We don’t kill unarmed enemies. We treat them with dignity and respect. You have until noon March 27 to gather your dead.”

			One of the fighters brought two large satchels into the clearing and dumped out a ragged assortment of shirts, pants, and oddments of clothing. The soldiers were ordered to strip down to their underwear and exchange their camouflage for civilian clothes. Only Silva and Plata were allowed to keep their uniforms. Before they set off into the trees, one of the guerrillas turned to the prisoners and invited them to come with them, to join the movement to liberate the country.

			But the men were moments from freedom. None of them stood to join the guerrillas.

			The ragged men waited until all sounds of the guerrillas faded away before they rose to leave the camp. They were lucky to be alive, but the worst was yet to come, Silva thought. He and Plata had to tell their commanders they’d been ambushed, that more than thirty soldiers were captured, seven were dead and several more wounded. Their mortars and big .30 machine gun were gone, along with more than a dozen Mausers, three Uzi submachine guns, and thousands of rounds of ammunition. The soldiers had been stripped of their radios, boots, and the very clothes on their backs.

			Later that afternoon the sorry group straggled into the Fourth Division headquarters in Camiri. By then Silva and Plata had agreed they couldn’t tell their superiors that fewer than ten guerrillas had done so much shameful damage. Instead they reported an organized attack by dozens of paramilitaries, disciplined men, overwhelmingly armed. They told their commanders that the foreign-led guerillas had as many as five hundred soldiers in the Nancahuazu region.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			El Presidente

			Bolivian President General René Barrientos Ortuno reread the last pages of the after-action report and slammed the folder onto the table. The report had shot up the ranks, traveling from desk to desk before it finally landed in front of Barrientos.

			Somewhere along the line the story leaked to the public, and the newspapers and radio stations went crazy with conjecture.

			At age forty-seven, Barrientos was already a wily old soldier and politico, an army general who’d achieved his country’s top post via military coup. His government was fragile, and his country’s economy and spirits were shaky from almost a century of bad leadership, military coups, and lost wars. Foreign guerrillas were the last thing he needed. The report said the rebels sounded Cuban. Was Cuban dictator Fidel Castro involved? If so, why would he involve himself in Bolivia? Che Guevara? But Che Guevara had disappeared two years before, was probably dead in a ditch somewhere, the president thought. He shook his head in disbelief. It just didn’t make sense. Nothing about the skirmish made any sense.

			In Bolivia, violence usually came after clear warnings, and attacks almost never came from outside Bolivian borders. Antigovernment demonstrations were not unusual—the students marched in the cities, and the powerful labor unions out in mining country.

			This was something new.

			The ambush occurred on the wrong side of the country, in the remote Rio Nancahuazu valley. There was simply nothing out there but cacti and a few old Indians, the president thought, illiterate campesinos scratching a living from the jungle-covered mountainsides. It was a trackless, mosquito-infested wasteland.

			Barrientos knew his army was not prepared to fight off an uprising, especially if professional revolutionaries and foreign money and weapons were involved.

			Bolivians were good soldiers, he told himself, but history proved they weren’t much good at waging war. A hundred years before, a fight with Chile over mineral-rich deposits of bird and bat dung had cost Bolivia its entire coastline. Thirty years later, Bolivia and Paraguay had sacrificed a generation of their young men in “the Chaco War,” a battle over access to the Paraguay River. It was the bloodiest war of a bloody century in South America. It devastated the Bolivian economy but opened the way to political change. “The Chaco generation,” veterans galvanized by the war, returned home to a land where educated whites—only 5 percent of Bolivia’s four-million population—held most of the power, and only men who could read and write could vote in elections. In 1941, the National Revolutionary Movement (MNR) was formed and attracted the miners, union members, and farmers who made up most of the population. On April 9, 1952, the MNR rose up and seized power. Party founder Victor Paz Estenssoro’s reforms included the universal right to vote, massive land reform, education for rural children, and nationalizing mines. Indians integrated into national society, with the articulate, half-Quechua General René Barrientos at the forefront.

			The country settled in for a period of peaceful reform. Since Bolivia won independence from Spain in 1825, the country had suffered more than one hundred government coups. The people were worn out by war and instability, so the MNR decided to rein in the military by abolishing the army and closing down the military academy. Both were resurrected within six months, but once the soldiers went home it took years to put the forces back into fighting form. Paz Estenssoro had made powerful enemies.

			Bolivia remained relatively quiet until early 1964, when someone allegedly tried to assassinate General Barrientos. Accounts of the attack are full of cloak-and-dagger secrecy, American CIA agents, and colorful tales. One newspaper said his life was saved when the assassin’s bullet ricocheted off the U.S. Air Force silver eagle wings he wore on his uniform. The general was airlifted to a U.S. military hospital in Panama—two thousand miles distant—for treatment. Credible Bolivian witnesses to the attack could not be found. Still, this “Silver Bullet Affair” turned Barrientos into a dashing national hero. Within the year he used that machismo celebrity to build support and topple the MNR.

			President Estenssoro handed Barrientos the reason he needed by tampering with the constitution to enable himself to run for another term. Estenssoro was reelected by 70 percent of the vote, but General Barrientos and what remained of the Bolivian high command were fed up with what they perceived as an antimilitary regime. They staged a “restorative revolution,” another military coup. Paz Estenssoro fled Bolivia. Barrientos and another army commander ran the country for the next two years, and in 1966 Barrientos resigned from the military to run for president.

			He was a reformer, too, he said, born in the provinces, fluent in indigenous Quechua as well as Spanish. He was a self-made man, a pilot, a born leader, married into the ruling class. Bolivia elected him president in a landslide vote.

			Since then the general-turned-president had kept careful watch on the opposition, but even with all the security measures in place they’d still somehow missed this threat.

			Today’s news had been even more alarming.

			The day after the ambush, police discovered important documents in a Jeep parked on a deserted street in Camiri—160 miles southeast of Santa Cruz. Camiri was an important town, a main stop between Santa Cruz and the borders of Argentina and Paraguay. Parked cars were not unusual, but this Jeep—with La Paz license plates—hadn’t moved in weeks. When police searched the dust-coated vehicle, they found papers detailing guerrilla operations in a secret camp in the Nancahuazu. In four notebooks a woman called Tania listed an entire Bolivian network of urban contacts, friendly Communists outside Bolivia, and several bank accounts.

			Barrientos planned to raid those addresses and arrest the criminals. “They will pay for their treasonous disloyalty,” he promised.

			The evidence pointed to Che Guevara. A week before the ambush, police had arrested two Bolivian men who were trying to sell rifles in Camiri

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/67468.jpg
ALWAYS LEARNING PEARSON





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
ey . e

MITCH WEISS ¥

and

KEVIN MAURER = |

coauthor of NO EASY DAY: The Firsthand Account of
the Mission That Killed Osama Bin Laden

%)

N

R . e

SR T
’

~ HUNTINGCHE

" HELPED CAPTURE THE WORLD’S MosT |
FAMous REVOLUTIONARY e






OEBPS/image/67480.jpg





OEBPS/image/67423.jpg
A
BERKLEY CALIBER, NEW YORK





OEBPS/image/67777.jpg
Bolivia 1967
South America

Paraguay

Argentina

300 km





