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Dedication

In memory of

Alina Rossique Falcon

1956–1992




Epigraph

The exile, I know this firsthand, has lost the place where he was and turned it into a source of myths, the root of his longing, and the aroma of his despair. For the Cuban, who had his exile coursing through his blood, nostalgia is, has always been, the cradle and grave of his passions. He cannot love without invoking loss and he cannot sing without his mouth filling with grief.

—Pablo Medina, Cuban poet

I am like any other man. All I do is supply a demand.

—Alphonse “Al” Capone
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Introduction

THIS IS NOT A BOOK about “Willy and Sal, the Cocaine Cowboys.” It is the story of a criminal organization known as Los Muchachos (the Boys) that was begun by Augusto Guillermo “Willy” Falcon and thrived as a major cocaine-distribution network in the United States from the late 1970s into the early 1990s. During that period, Los Muchachos were underworld royalty. Federal prosecutors estimated that they imported seventy-five tons of pure cocaine with a street value over $2.6 billion. According to Willy Falcon, those numbers are low. He estimates that, over a fifteen-year period, he and his partners smuggled more like seven hundred tons with a street value today over $50 billion, making them the preeminent cocaine smugglers during a period when the product, if it had been a legally traded commodity, would have dominated the New York Stock Exchange.

A primary source for this book has been Falcon himself, whom I interviewed extensively from March 2021—four years after he was released from having served twenty-seven years in federal prison—to September 2023, when the manuscript was completed and submitted to the publisher.

During the period in which I communicated with Falcon, his longtime partner, Salvador “Sal” Magluta, was not available to be interviewed. He was incarcerated, serving a 195-year sentence on cocaine-trafficking, obstruction-of-justice, and money-laundering charges—the same charges that ensnared Falcon back in the 1990s.

Over the years that Los Muchachos were in operation, and then later when they became notorious in the media and in courtrooms primarily in South Florida, the focus of attention was always on Willy and Sal. The two names were linked as if they were one and the same. They were not two individuals; they were one amorphous entity. This dovetailed nicely with the prosecution’s theory of the case, which held that these two men were connected at the hip; they composed a single criminal conspiracy, so that anything one of them was involved with could be used as evidence against the other. This also became a central aspect of the media’s fascination with the story. Not only were the names invariably lumped together as one, but their story was told as if they were Cuban exile Siamese twins. They were both “high school dropouts,” “champion powerboat racers,” “Cuban exiles and anti-Castro activists,” “Cuban playboys,” “narco traficantes.” Willy and Sal, Sal and Willy—the beast with two heads.

This narrative not only put forth a skewed presentation of two individual human beings with separate life stories of their own, but it also obscured the nature of how and why this cocaine operation was so powerful and lasted as long as it did. Willy and Sal were not the same person. In the end, they had separate stories to tell. This book attempts to tell the story of Falcon, admittedly one version of the Willy and Sal story. I would argue it is the version, given that Willy, unlike Sal, was there from the beginning. He’s the one who commenced the cocaine business as part of the clandestine movement to destabilize the government of Fidel Castro, so that Cuban exiles in Miami might reclaim their country. He is the one who brought together the key players who comprised what would arguably be the most efficient cocaine importation and distribution network the United States has ever seen.

One thing Willy and Sal did share was the historical context in which the events of this story took place. Miami in the 1980s was a unique place, a confluence of forces having to do with the residue of the Cuban Revolution, the Cold War, patterns of exile and immigration, and, most notably, the emergence of cocaine.

Some have compared this era to the time of Prohibition in the United States, in the 1920s, when the sudden illegality of alcohol gave rise to a massive underworld structure of organized crime that, to an extent, still exists to this day. One major difference is that booze had been around for a long time when it was declared illegal in 1919. Most people who drank had been doing so already at the time it was banned, and therefore engaged in the illicit activity of manufacturing, selling, and consuming the product with full understanding of what it was.

Cocaine, on the other hand, was brand new to most users. When it arrived on the scene in the mid-1970s, it was as if America awoke one morning and a fresh layer of glistening white snow had carpeted the landscape. Part of what drove the era was the sense of discovery, the excitement of a new stimulant, something fresh and exciting, the ultimate party drug brought down to size and made affordable to the masses.

In 1981, Time magazine famously published a cover story on the cocaine phenomenon, citing its popularity:

No longer is it primarily an exotic and ballyhooed indulgence of high-gloss entrepreneurs, Hollywood types and high rollers. . . . Today, cocaine is the drug of choice for perhaps millions of solid, conventional and often upwardly mobile citizens—lawyers, businessmen, students, government bureaucrats, politicians, policemen, secretaries, bankers, mechanics, real estate brokers, waitresses. . . . Coke is a supremely beguiling and relatively risk-free drug . . . a snort in each nostril and you’re up and awake for thirty minutes or so. Alert, witty, and with it. No hangover. No physical addiction. No lung cancer.

Cocaine broke down inhibitions, and, at least superficially, made people feel sexy. It made revelers dance and get it on. For a time, Willy Falcon and those like him—major suppliers, of whom there were only a few—became stars in their own right. They were the deliverers of good times, at least until the downside of persistent cocaine use became apparent: delusions of grandeur, psychological addiction, financial ruin. Thus, the War on Drugs was born, and law enforcement came after people like Falcon and his crew with a vengeance.

IN DECEMBER 1983, WHEN THE COCAINE era was in full ascent, the movie Scarface was released in theaters around the United States. At the time, the organization of Falcon and Magluta was bringing in roughly $100 million annually. To celebrate their success, the core members of the organization, along with their wives and girlfriends, every year traveled from Miami to Las Vegas for a week of gambling, floor shows, and a massive New Year’s Eve party at Caesars Palace Hotel and Casino.

One afternoon in late December, Falcon and eight members of his group went to see Scarface. The making of the movie had touched off a controversy in their hometown of Miami, where it was felt that the depiction of Cuban exiles as narcos was slanderous. Willy Falcon, following the lead of more formal exile organizations like the Cuban American National Foundation (CANF), forbid any of his gang from taking part in the production. Consequently, the movie was shot primarily in Los Angeles, using that city as a stand-in for Miami.

That afternoon in the Las Vegas movie theater, Falcon and his group found Scarface to be highly entertaining. They hooted and hollered during the outlandish depictions of cocaine violence and mayhem. They laughed at Al Pacino’s thick Marielito accent. The movie was so cartoonish in its attempts to dramatize the cocaine business—but with enough verisimilitude that the Boys were able to identify with it—that they were even flattered. They didn’t take it seriously. They thought it was a joke. But they could see that their lives were being elevated into the zeitgeist, and the movie offered the possibility of a kind of cinematic immortality.

Later came Miami Vice, another popular depiction of the city’s narco universe. Produced by the NBC network, the show debuted in 1984 and ran for five seasons. Along with the crime stories revolving around the cocaine underworld, the show was highly attuned to surface pleasures of Miami: the pastel colors, Armani suits, sleek powerboats that were right out of the Willy and Sal story, and popular rock, R&B, and Latin music. Miami Vice defined cool in the 1980s and suggested that it was all an extension of the city’s illicit cocaine universe.

Part of what made these works of popular entertainment so influential was that they appeared to be straight from the headlines. Movies depicting Prohibition had been popular, but they came years and even decades after the era they were depicting. Scarface and Miami Vice portrayed a phenomenon in real time, as it was happening, making those who were caught up in it feel as though they were living a dream.

In the decades that followed came many more movies and television dramas that used the cocaine universe for their storylines. Many took their cues from Scarface. Colombian, Cuban, and later Mexican narcos were invariably depicted as sociopaths or flat-out psychopaths in a business that politicians and people in law enforcement characterized as “evil.” If there was to be a presentation of the cocaine business in entertainment or even in real life—through reports on the television news—it was invariably steeped in violence.

“Say hello to my little friend,” Tony Montana’s business motto in Scarface, was a prelude to violent mythmaking, and that seemed to be the way the American public was primed to receive any and all stories related to the cocaine business.

As is usually the case, the reality was more complicated.

For most of its existence, Willy Falcon and Los Muchachos’ operations in the cocaine world involved little violence. The Boys did not seek to eliminate rivals through murder and intimidation. They did not punish their members internally with torture or killing or even the threat of killing. They did not pull out chain saws, à la Scarface. They did not mow down hordes of partygoers with Uzi submachine guns.

It was true that the world in which they were operating was a violent one. The narcosphere, as it was sometimes called, involved violence from top to bottom. Lowly street dealers used violence, and so did Pablo Escobar, believed in the 1980s to be the godfather of the business. And yet, the example of Los Muchachos suggests that it was possible to succeed at a high level without a reputation for murder—especially if your forte was importation and distribution, not dog-eat-dog entrepreneurship at the retail level.*

The story of Los Muchachos shows that it was not violence that was the dominant characteristic of the cocaine business.

It was corruption.

Dirty cops, agents, lawyers, judges, and politicians feeding off the profits of the narcosphere is what made the world go round. This existed at every level of the business, in every country, state, and city where kilos of coke passed through grubby hands on its way to and up the nostrils of the consumer. Falcon and Magluta played this game. With what seemed like unlimited resources, they bought off representatives of the system, from a county sheriff who made it possible for them to land their product at a clandestine airstrip, to a high-level money launderer who became the president of a country.

Corruption represents a human failing. It is usually practiced by people who, out of need, convenience, or necessity, choose to violate the principles by which they claim to live their lives. When it comes to corruption, greed is the most obvious culprit, stemming from a celebration of wealth, avarice, and the accumulation of more and more and more. Sometimes a person takes illegal payoffs to pay for a friend’s or relative’s medical costs, to deal with a family crisis, to put a kid through college. Whatever the reason, corruption as a shortcut to the American dream became an operating principle that would turn the cocaine business of the 1980s into the most lucrative illegal endeavor on the planet.

THE NARCOSPHERE IS NOT A physical place; it is a realm of operation and a state of mind. It spans sovereign boundaries, physical space, borders, and political jurisdictions. Bolivia and Peru, where the coca plant is grown and cultivated, are parts of the narcosphere, as is Colombia, where the plant is processed into cocaine hydrochloride. For a long time, Panama City served as the central money-laundering domain of the narcosphere. The Caribbean islands, and later Mexico—which would become the preeminent region of transshipment—have been and are corridors of the narcosphere. The United States of America, the primary marketplace for the product, with more users of cocaine than anywhere else in the world, is arguably the engine that runs the entire operation. Regional players—narcos, cokeheads, drug mules, people in law enforcement, judges, politicians, distributors, dealers, citizens who look the other way—are all participants in this field of illegal commerce that still thrives in the present day.

For more than a decade, Falcon and his partners not only operated within this world but also succeeded at it to a degree that was unprecedented.

In the years since this story was in the headlines, some would rather minimize and diminish its significance to the point where one of the prosecutors of Willy and Sal, in an interview for this book, made the statement: “Falcon and Magluta were probably the most successful and biggest drug dealers in South Florida, but they weren’t into importing drugs. They were receiving the drugs from smuggling gangs, and then they would distribute it, but they weren’t importing.”

This is a breathtakingly erroneous statement from someone who prosecuted Los Muchachos. As you will see from reading this book, Willy and Sal brokered major importation deals from around the narcosphere. In lore and legend, they have been portrayed as Cuban American playboys, high school dropouts, and amateurs who stumbled onto a hot property and exploited its popularity throughout the Dionysian era of the 1980s.

There is much more to this story than has been previously known. Partly, this is because Falcon and his closest associates have never talked about or been interviewed on the subject—until now. Back in the day, when they were facing prosecution, it was not in their interest to talk openly and honestly for the record. But the passage of time has a way of rearranging priorities. Most of these people have paid their debt to society, in many cases with long prison sentences. Over the decades, Falcon and his former partners have read accounts in the press or online, or seen documentaries on television and the internet, that present a dubious version of their personal histories. Falcon, for one, has waited a long time to give his version of what happened. His willingness to do so opened the door for many others from Los Muchachos to come forward and cooperate with the writing of this book. They represent a generation of people—mostly Cuban born or Cuban American—who got caught up in this wild era, have paid the price, and now live with the memories of their involvement in the golden age of cocaine.

It is time that this story be told from the point of view of those who lived it. Certainly, from a historical perspective, these events are significant to an understanding of the American process during a time of unprecedented crime and mayhem. But it is also important to understand that many lives, on both sides of the law, became enmeshed in the events of this time, and that their experiences—which became fodder for criminal indictments and media accounts—deserve to be recounted, preserved, and acknowledged on a human level.

History is not simply a cavalcade of big events—wars, elections, or public policies that shape the flow of human endeavor. It is also a consequence of simple people making choices—good, bad, or indifferent—that lead them on a life-altering journey, a singular adventure that maybe shapes the times in which they live. In the case of those who comprised Los Muchachos, the passage of time has shed new light on troubling personal events, unearthed deeply buried emotions, rattled the cages of ghosts, and flung open the doors of repressed recollections from long ago.

MOST OFTEN, ACCOUNTS OF THIS type are written from the point of view of those who cooperated with the government. On the street, they are called snitches, and they are the lifeblood of criminal prosecutions in American courts. Theoretically, informants are the people most able and willing to tell their story to an author, since they were likely given a plea deal to provide information and testify on behalf of the government. In the criminal world, these types of books are sometimes criticized as being the informant’s version of events, and therefore suspect.

In my career as a crime writer, I have published a number of books in which the story is told from this point of view. For a nonfiction author, people who have testified for the government are often the only sources available to tell such a story. Convicted criminals are buried away in prison. Even if they wanted to submit to an interview, which is rare, the Bureau of Prisons (BOP) generally does not allow it (unless it is, somehow, beneficial to the government to do so). The common bromide that underworld history is most often told by the informants has more than a grain of truth.

This book is different. I have steered clear of sources who cooperated with the government. Not that I discount their version of events—their testimony at various criminal proceedings is readily available. For the most part, I have incorporated their version of events and relationships as they recounted it from the witness stand, or, more recently, through interviews they have done for documentaries, books, and podcasts. For some, their accounts are well known and have become the standard version of the Willy and Sal story as it exists in popular culture.

My goal with this book has been to provide an account primarily from those who did not cooperate with the government. This is the version of those who submitted to long sentences in prison rather than snitch on their friends and associates. I have also interviewed detectives, prosecutors, federal agents, and many others who played a role in taking down Los Muchachos as a criminal organization. However, the inner workings of the group—the relationships and motivations that sustained the gang for more than a decade—are here portrayed by those who did not snitch.

Theirs is a version with crazy highs and even crazier lows. For many of these people, the most astonishing fact is that they survived it, did the time, and have lived to tell the tale.

—T. J. English

New York City, 2024




Prologue

January 24, 1981

Willy Falcon was excited to be getting out of town.

He was on his way to Miami International Airport for a flight to New Orleans for the Super Bowl, the National Football League’s annual championship game. The Philadelphia Eagles were playing the Oakland Raiders. The Eagles were favored, but Willy had his money on the Raiders, the first wild card team in history to make it to the championship game. Willy loved to bet on the underdog.

Most of Falcon’s crew was already in New Orleans with their wives and girlfriends. In the last three years, it had become a tradition for the inner circle of Los Muchachos to attend the Super Bowl in whatever city it was being held. It had become a cherished trip to celebrate their business successes and to revel in their brotherhood as fellow Cubans. Los Muchachos, as led by Falcon, was one big extended family of exiles—spouses, parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts, cousins—most of whom had been transplanted from their homeland after being uprooted by El Diablo Grande, Fidel Castro.

Falcon was driving with his wife, Alina, in their Mercedes convertible. While he was working through traffic, Willy’s car phone buzzed. The phone was the ultimate status symbol, a rarity at the time except for international businessmen, political operatives, and narco bosses. Willy picked up the receiver: “Hello.”

“Get over here right now.” It was his father, fifty-two-year-old Arsenio Falcon.

“What’s wrong?”

“Just get over here immediately.”

Willy was alarmed by the urgency in his father’s voice. He hung up, turned the car around, and drove toward his parents’ house. He was going to miss his flight, and therefore the Super Bowl, but he could tell this was something serious. And in his business—the international cocaine-smuggling business—“serious” could mean any number of things, often not good.

Driving toward his father’s house, a couple of blocks away, he came upon an unexpected sight: his mother walking intently in the direction of her and Arsenio’s house. Her usual forthright demeanor was slightly askew, her hair mussed, her face flushed. She was holding a piece of cloth in her hand. At the age of fifty-two, Marta Falcon was not the type to go for walks in the neighborhood. She preferred to drive in an air-conditioned vehicle. Willy pulled over and said, “Mima, what are you doing out here by yourself?”

She got into the car and answered, “Just drive. To the house.” Willy was getting a sinking feeling from his parents’ mysterious commands. Then his mother blurted out, “I was kidnapped! They blindfolded me”—she held up the piece of cloth—“with this.”

“Kidnapped!? By who?”

Her answer was something Willy found hard to comprehend. “The police,” she said.

Willy was so startled that he drove the remaining few blocks to his parents’ house without saying a thing.

At the house, people had already gathered. Willy’s younger brother, Gustavo, known to all as “Tavy,” was there, as were other family members and friends of his parents.

Arsenio Falcon had a weathered face from years in the sun, and a gravelly voice that, whether speaking English or his native Cuban Spanish, carried with it a lifetime of experience. He told Willy what had happened: Marta Falcon, while out driving, had been pulled over by what appeared to be two Miami police officers. They told her she was being stopped for a traffic violation, but then they cuffed her and put her in the back of a squad car. They blindfolded her and took her to a house. They tied her to a chair, called her husband, and had Marta speak into the receiver, telling him she was alive and okay. The kidnappers grabbed the receiver; they told Arsenio that they were demanding $500,000 for her release. They warned the elder Falcon that if he mentioned the kidnapping to anyone, including his son, they would kill Marta. Then they hung up.

Arsenio felt his mind racing and heart pumping like an overheated engine: suck, squeeze, bang, and blow. This was exactly the kind of thing he had feared ever since his son became involved in the cocaine business. He knew he had to do what the kidnappers said, or they would kill his beloved Marta. Even when he’d seen Willy that morning, Arsenio said nothing. He waited until his son left the house, then he extracted the money from a large stash of cash that Willy kept hidden in the ceiling of the laundry room. (Willy had thought his parents didn’t know about it.) The old man paid the ransom. When he was informed that Marta had been dropped off on an anonymous street corner near their house, he then called Willy.

Willy Falcon was stupefied. The ransom payment meant nothing. In the larger scheme of cocaine profits, it was chump change. But there was something else at work, something ominous and diabolical, a dark cloud blowing in from a dark place.

Maybe this was it: the chickens coming home to roost. In the four years that Falcon had been in the business, he and his organization had lived a privileged existence; they had never really been challenged or made to suffer. The coke business in Miami had exploded with violence in recent years: shootouts, kidnappings, and brazen executions. Rivalries and competition among factions fueled a crazed, bloody atmosphere that rivaled Gangland Chicago during the peak years of violence in the Roaring Twenties. And yet, Los Muchachos—what federal authorities would soon refer to as “the Falcon DTO (Drug Trafficking Organization)”—had, up until now, remained above it all. Willy and his partners believed this was because they were local boys, admired and protected by all, including the cops.

Now they were being directly challenged in an audacious kidnapping of Willy Falcon’s mother. It was an insult almost too outrageous to comprehend.

A month earlier, a business associate of Falcon’s had experienced a similar trauma: a family member was kidnapped by cops or gangsters pretending to be cops—maybe these same kidnappers. They had taken the man to a house, demanded a ransom. When the business associate dragged his feet making the payment, they murdered the kidnap victim, cut his testicles off, and stuffed them into his mouth. The risks were real, and they could be brutal.

Marta Falcon sat on the sofa, looking glum. She had not been physically harmed, but she was rattled. The darkness of the narco world had been visited upon them. In recent years, deep down she and her husband had suppressed their fears, but now they knew they would never be safe. They would never be free.

Arsenio Falcon’s anguish was such that his sons worried about his blood pressure. “Tranquilo, Pipo, tranquilo,” Tavy said to his father. “It’s all over now.”

But it wasn’t over, not by a long shot. For Willy Falcon and Los Muchachos, the nightmare had only just begun.




I

The Promised Land





1

Freedom Flight

THE ROAR OF THE ENGINE, two thousand tons of horsepower propelled forward at a speed of 125 miles an hour, along with the force of the powerboat’s fiberglass hull as it skimmed along the surface of the ocean, made Willy Falcon feel as if the rumbling and bouncing would rock the fillings from his teeth. He remembered the first few times he ever piloted a machine like this. Back then, his whole body tightened up—his jaw clamped so hard that it was sore for hours afterward, and his sphincter muscle squeezed so tight that he probably could have held a fifty-pound cast iron weight dangling from his anus. What he had learned over the years was that to handle the speed and discombobulation while behind the wheel of the boat, you had to channel the controlled energy of a Zen master. Total relaxation was required—the ability to maintain physical and mental equilibrium even while the world zipped by all around you at speeds rarely tested by man.

Cocaine also helped. There were few highs as invigorating as snorting a line of yeyo before turning over the engine and hitting the blue horizon. Bend and sniff, the burning of the nasal membrane, a rush of ectoplasm to the head and through the body like liquid protein, the heart pumping strong and steady, the sometimes-frenetic effect of the white powder crystalized into laser beams of concentration. It was the kind of tunnel-vision effect that allowed a person to feel only the rumbling of the boat as if it were an intrinsic internal mechanism of the human body. Nirvana on the high seas.

Down the homestretch, Willy was feeling good. These were waters he knew well, through previous competitions as part of the Seahawk racing team, and as a teenager growing up in Miami. In his career as a trafficker, Willy had also mastered the sea and used it to facilitate his business. In some cases, his organization had used these same high-speed powerboats to transfer kilos of cocaine under cover of darkness.

Falcon crossed the finish line three lengths ahead of the nearest boat. His partner, Sal Magluta, had won a couple of competitions before, but this was Willy’s first.

That night, Willy and the rest of Los Muchachos partied in the spirit of the hit song by Prince—like it was 1999. Willy was there with his beautiful wife, Alina; his brother, Tavy; his partner, Sal; and dozens of other partners and revelers. On the dance floor, Falcon looked out over the crowd of mostly Cuban exiles like himself and thought, “Look at us. See how far we’ve come from having lost everything. Watch us soar. Watch us soar like a flock of falcons.”

Recently, Willy had given as a gift to his inner circle of partners a pendant on a gold chain, a diamond-studded figure of a falcon with its wings spread wide. The falcon represented the organization, but it was more than that: the pendant also represented the strength of their bond as blood brothers. They wore those pendants with pride.

Given the fortune amassed by Los Muchachos in the years since starting their business—which commenced with cocaine but had branched off into a half dozen other ventures, including the Seahawk powerboat racing empire—Willy could be forgiven for thinking his victory on the open seas was part of his destiny. Falcon and Los Muchachos, all they did was win. They won at everything, and the money flowed in—cash that was sometimes stored in shoeboxes, pillowcases, suitcases hidden away in closets, in an underground vault, and in secret offshore bank accounts. In Miami, it seemed as though Falcon, Magluta, and their crew were loved by everybody—friends, partners, even the city at large—and that the flow of good times and prosperity would never end.

January 1967

Arsenio Falcon sat his son down in their domicile in Havana, Cuba, and said, “Get all your things together, hijo. We are going to the United States.”

“To visit?” asked eleven-year-old Willy.

“No. To live with our relatives.”

Young Willy felt a rumbling in his gut, as if his whole being were experiencing a terremoto, an earthquake. In the months leading up to this moment, he had sensed something catastrophic was coming. The signs were everywhere: the consternation on the faces of his parents and other adults; the long speeches on black-and-white television by the surprisingly young, bearded líder máximo, who talked for hours—using apocalyptic language—without coming up for air; the military personnel, also mostly young and bearded, pulling up to houses in jeeps, armed with rifles and handguns, sometimes rousting neighbors out of their homes and taking them away. It was like a tropical depression, only the dark clouds were not blowing over: they were gathering in a way that was ominous even to a youngster like Willy Falcon.

Even so, the arrival of this moment was abrupt, like the passing of an elderly relative. Yes, there had been signs of diminishing capacity, but this person had been such a vital presence—for so long—that it seemed life would always be this way.

Born September 1, 1955, in the town of Alquízar—a one-hour drive southwest of Havana—Falcon had enjoyed an idyllic early childhood. When he thought about it years later, it felt as though he had been born into a tropical paradise. With a population of five thousand inhabitants, located in what was known at the time as La Habana Province (now Artemisa Province), Alquízar was bucolic, with ubiquitous palm trees, tobacco plantations, and small farms.

The family business was agriculture; the Falcons grew, harvested, and sold produce. They owned a ranch that was about sixty acres, with cows, horses, a few donkeys, and many chickens. Willy’s father, Arsenio, was the boss. Marta’s brother Mongo owned a transportation company of ten to twelve trucks; they made a decent living delivering produce and sugar from area farms to markets in Havana. Altogether, the Falcon family’s commercial ventures employed thirty to forty field laborers, truck drivers, and handymen.

Even as a child, Willy liked to act as if he were an integral part of the family business—he helped pick the tropical fruits and harvest the vegetables and load and unload trucks. He took a special interest in engines, whether they were trucks or tractors or even the family car.

When Willy wasn’t at school or being made to feel as if he were a useful worker on the family farm, he played baseball. He loved the sport more than anything. A natural athlete, he spent his afternoons on the ball field near his school, and on weekends, he played from sunup to sundown. Willy excelled at the sport, playing center field, second base, all the positions that required speed and dexterity. He was good enough to fantasize that when he grew up he might play professionally for the Cuban national team, or, better yet, make it to the Major Leagues in the United States, just like Minnie Miñoso, the great Cuban outfielder who, by the time Willy was learning the game, was an all-star outfielder in the American League. Miñoso had been born in Perico, in the province of Matanzas, and first played in the US Negro leagues with the New York Cubans.

Along with playing baseball, Falcon spent much of his time at his uncle Mongo’s cockfighting arena, or valla, as the campesinos called it. Cockfighting in the provinces was a national pastime and a rite of passage for boys on the journey to adolescence and manhood. The cockfights could be bloody; some youngsters were known to recoil in horror. Willy was drawn to the ritual and sense of tradition that surrounded all aspects of the endeavor.

At the age of seven, Willy attended his first cockfight. It was held at a valla on his uncle’s farm. Uncle Mongo’s nickname was ventaja—which meant “advantage”—because he was always looking for an edge in life and business. His edge as a gallero, or cockfight empresario, was the special spurs that he had flown to Cuba from Spain. They were extra sharp. One day, Willy watched as his uncle fitted the spurs on one of his prize roosters. The boy held one of the spurs and lightly tapped it with an index finger. Instantaneously, a bead of blood appeared on his fingertip; Willy was so fascinated by the process that he ignored the pain.

His uncle Mongo was known to have the best roosters in town. On a small farm, he raised and trained his birds with loving care.

At the cockfight, the roosters ferociously attacked one another. Mongo shouted, “El Pinto! El Pinto is fighting back.” Willy assumed that El Pinto (black bean) was his uncle’s bird, and so he started shouting as well, “Go, El Pinto, get him!” After the fight was over—after El Pinto had his eye poked out of its socket and was shredded to death in the ring—Willy learned that El Pinto was not Mongo’s bird. He had been rooting for the wrong cock all along.

In April 1961, an event occurred that made it clear to Willy for the first time that his beloved homeland was going through something that was out of the ordinary. On the southern coast of the island, there was a massive invasion attempt in an area known as Bahia de los Cochinos, the Bay of Pigs. The invasion was thwarted by the Cuban army, which had advance warning that a band of anti-Castro Cuban exiles, backed by the US government, had set out from training camps in Central America. In a violent confrontation, the invaders had been stopped, but the repercussions lingered on for days and weeks. Especially for Cubans who lived in the area, it was a time of fear and chaos. For a young child like Falcon, it was terrifying. A lifetime later, he remembered:

The location where the invasion occurred was not too far from Alquízar. I remember the sirens going off for days afterwards. For months, the schools were closed, and I was not allowed to go outside and play. Looking out the window of our house, I saw soldiers dressed in green uniforms and wearing heavy black boots, carrying their rifles with long bayonets, screaming and threatening people. I asked my father, “Dad, why are we afraid and what did we do wrong?” “Just go to your room and stay out of trouble,” he answered, without ever giving an explanation.

Within months, young Willy figured it out.

Down the street from the Falcons’ house was the province police station (El Cuartel de Policía). Many afternoons, like clockwork, the sound of gunshots rang out. This was the sound of neighborhood people, or prisoners held at the station, being taken out and executed by firing squad.

Willy watched as his mother, Marta, and his aunts gathered in the house. They wept and lit candles on a homemade altar in honor of those who were being executed. They held rosary beads between their fingers and said prayers under their breath. Their novenas were a clandestine act. To be seen mourning those killed by the authorities could rouse suspicion among compañeros who were loyal to the regime of El Comandante Fidel Castro.

After the invasion and the executions, things changed dramatically. It seemed as though each day brought startling new pronouncements from the revolutionary government. In late 1961, in a speech on television, Castro announced that all private industry and family holdings would be seized and owned by the government. It didn’t matter if you were for or against Castroism; your businesses would now be under the control of military personnel. Citizens were expected to run their businesses as before, but any proceeds generated by the business were distributed according to the dictates of the regime.

The response of many Cubans vacillated among shock, anger, and sometimes volatile acts of resistance. In return, the Castro regime clamped down hard. The executions continued. Increasingly, some among the business class in Cuba made the difficult decision to leave their homeland and go into exile. Others—those who had been supportive of the previous government before Castro took over—were forced out.

In the midst of all this, Willy Falcon’s brother, Gustavo, or Tavy, was born on July 25, 1961. Arsenio and Marta Falcon now had two young boys. Willy was excited. Within the family, there was new life, but outside it seemed the world was in turmoil. Willy could see the effect it was having on his parents, his uncles, and all the adults in his world. People they knew were being arrested, taken away, thrown in prison. There was much fear and paranoia.

The political transformation was granular, affecting daily life in Cuba on every level, but the conflicts were also international. The revolutionary government hadn’t seized only the holdings of average citizens, it had also appropriated all foreign businesses operating in Cuba. This meant that major companies owned by corporations from Spain and France and, most notably, the United States were placed under government receivership. Companies like AT&T, the Hilton Hotel chain, United Fruit, and others lost everything as Cuban banks became nationalized. In the United States, CEOs of major corporations applied political pressure on senators and congressmen to do something about the situation.

In February 1962, President John F. Kennedy proclaimed an embargo on trade between the United States and Cuba. For decades, the United States had been Cuba’s primary trading partner. On the island, the embargo’s effects were felt almost immediately. Basic goods such as soap, gasoline, oil, and medicine became scarce. Food products disappeared from the shelves of local markets. Even daily necessities such as milk, eggs, produce, and poultry were hard to come by under the weight of regulations and controls. Sugar, a product that had sustained the island from its inception as a nation, was now primarily reserved for export.

The country was starving, and the only solace that Castro had to offer was that sacrifice was now the destiny of the Cuban people. El Comandante rarely passed up an opportunity to take to the airwaves, on radio and television stations owned and controlled by the government, to extoll the virtues of the revolution.

In the spring of 1962, in response to the embargo, Castro gave yet another mammoth public address. In this one he denounced the United States as an imperialist nation and capitalism as an oppressive system that depended on the exploitation of labor, and he declared that Cuba was now a Communist government.

The idea of Cuba becoming a Communist gulag was yet another shock. Some who had been supporters of the revolution, including men and women who had fought alongside the Castro brothers as rebels and lived on paltry food rations, horsemeat, watery coffee, and cigars while hiding out in the Sierra Maestra mountain range, saw this as the ultimate betrayal. The anti-Castro movement was energized, leading, in counter-reaction, to the creation of the Dirección General de Inteligencia (DGI), an information-gathering apparatus of the Cuban government designed to seek out and destroy enemies of the state.

In October 1962 came the Cuban Missile Crisis. Through covert overhead intelligence photos, the Kennedy administration discovered that the Soviet Union was storing missiles in a series of silos on the island of Cuba. Over a period of thirteen days, a game of brinksmanship between Castro, Russian president Khrushchev, and Kennedy ensued, bringing the hemisphere to the edge of annihilation. The missile crisis was resolved, but as a consequence, all commercial flights between Cuba and the United States were discontinued. Cubans dissatisfied with the new revolutionary government were now trapped on the island, seemingly without recourse.

For the Falcons and others who were trying to subsist as they had before, daily life devolved into a state of depression that became the norm. Some citizens crossed the threshold of despair. Willy’s uncle Mongo, who had acclimated the youngster to the ways of the fighting cocks, had been able to flee the island to the United States before the missile crisis, as did other extended family members and neighbors. Arsenio and Marta Falcon were left behind. They held on, until one day, when Willy was ten years old, he came home wearing the red scarf of the Young Pioneers around his neck.

The government called it a Communist education program, but those among the resistance saw it as brainwashing. All school-age preteens were required by the government to take part in what was an indoctrination program, conducted with quasimilitary marching exercises as the kids shouted revolutionary slogans and pledged fealty to the leaders of the new regime. In the classroom, the Young Pioneers were introduced to the principles of Marxism and warned that Yankee capitalism, as practiced in the United States, was an existential threat to an island nation like Cuba.

Arsenio and Marta Falcon were mortified. They immediately pulled Willy out of school and sent him to live with an aunt near the coast.

In 1966, the Falcons moved to a house in Havana where Uncle Mongo had been living before he left the country. It was there, after several months, that Willy’s father told him, “Muchacho, it’s time to go. Get your things together.”

That year, the administration of President Lyndon B. Johnson announced that it had negotiated a “Memorandum of Understanding” with the Cuban government whereby close relatives of Cubans already in the United States would be allowed to immigrate to the country. Cubans who were fortunate enough to have relatives in South Florida could be sponsored and granted a special visa that allowed them to live in the country.

Every day, flights sponsored by the US government left the airport in the resort town of Varadero, east of Havana. “Freedom Flights,” they were called by the exiles and the US government. Nearly every flight was filled.

The day that the Falcons left was one Willy would always remember. Once their visas were approved, they prepared to leave immediately. At the airport, soldiers and customs officials taunted the Falcons and other families, calling them “traitors” and “Yankees.” Young Willy stood at the top of the airplane stairs, looking back at his home country for the last time. “I knew I could never come back to this place as long as Castro and his regime were in power,” he remembered.

As the flight took off, with the wheels of the plane lifting off the tarmac, the occupants erupted in cheers and applause. But soon after an eerie silence descended over the passengers. Those near the windows looked down as the tropical island of Cuba became smaller and smaller, and the future, though it loomed large, was hazy and uncertain.

FOR ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD WILLY FALCON, WHAT followed was a time of disruption for him and everyone around him. From the time of the revolution in 1959 to 1973, when Castro put a stop to the Freedom Flights, three hundred thousand Cubans came to the United States. They settled mostly in and around Miami, which at the time was a medium-size resort town that catered primarily to tourists in the winter. Miami had a climate much like Cuba’s, but a culture that seemed impenetrable to a child. There was a new language to be learned, an unfamiliar system of currency, streets that were forbidding, and a school system that had not been designed to suddenly take in planeloads of kids, most of whom did not speak English.

The Falcons stayed with relatives in a crowded apartment in a small building at 2001 SW Sixth Street, in a neighborhood that had only recently taken on the name “Little Havana.” A four-square-mile area in the city’s southwest section, Little Havana was not physically attractive. Calle Ocho (Eighth Street) was the neighborhood’s main thoroughfare, with store signs in Spanish and restaurants, coffee stalls, and cigar shops that seemed as though they had been transported there directly from Cuba. Among the new citizens with special refugee visas that allowed them to stay in the United States, the talk was not of assimilation or “How do I fit in?” It was, rather, “How do I make a living for me and my family?” and “When do we kill Fidel, overthrow his regime, and return to la patria [the homeland]?”

Willy was put into a special program at Shenandoah Elementary School that included Cuban kids of varying ages who did not yet speak English. There he met other boys and girls living in Little Havana. There was no shortage of refugee children. They were human cargo born of desperation, the consequence of a brutal though unavoidable choice to get the children out so they might have a shot at a decent future in a country with an open economic system. Many adults stayed behind on the island, with the idea that maybe they could escape later.

One day Willy came home from school and there was a kid sitting on a bench outside his apartment building on Sixth Street. The kid had been locked out of his family’s apartment and was waiting for someone to come home to let him in.

“Hey,” said Willy, “I’ve seen you on the bus going to Shenandoah. You live here?”

“Yes,” said the kid.

“Me, too. My name is Willy Falcon.”

“I’m Tony Garcia. Everybody calls me Tony Bemba.”

Willy smiled. The word bemba means “lips” in Cuban Spanish. The kid was tall and gangly, with curly black hair and yes, plump lips.

Garcia had been born in Havana in 1956; he was nine months younger than Willy. He and Falcon got to talking and discovered that they had much in common. Garcia’s family had gone into exile one year before Willy’s, in 1966. Willy asked Tony, “You live here with your parents?”

“With my grandparents, my aunt and cousins,” said Tony. “My father is back in Cuba. He is being held in prison by the government.”

Tony told Willy the story of his family, how his father owned a small butcher shop, and his youngest uncle had been a police officer in the time of Fulgencio Batista, the military dictator of Cuba before Castro. Tony loved his uncle, age thirty or so, who used to arrive at their grandparents’ house in his police car. He would turn on the car’s flashing lights, which Tony and other kids in the neighborhood loved.

The fact that the uncle had been a police officer under the Batista government made him a figure of suspicion, an acolyte of the oppressor and a potential enemy of the pro-Castro generation.

One evening, the uncle was working a police checkpoint in Havana. It was a rule of the new regime that all cars would be stopped and searched while passing through various checkpoints around the city. The uncle, doing his job as a police officer, stopped a truck driven by an old man. He searched the vehicle and found the shank of a pig wrapped and hidden in the back of the truck. The meat was illegal. The Castro regime had begun to clamp down hard on anyone who violated the weekly rationing regulations for meat, which had become a prized commodity. The uncle told the old man, “Hey, viejo, you got to be careful. There are searches going on everywhere. Get rid of that meat, eat it or whatever, or you’re gonna get into big trouble.” The uncle let the guy go with this warning.

Farther down the road, the old man got pulled over at another checkpoint. The police searched his truck and found the pig. The old man pleaded, “Oh, but the policeman at the previous checkpoint let me through.”

That night, Tony’s uncle was arrested. Except no one knew he’d been arrested; he simply disappeared, which was disconcerting, since citizens under suspicion were being snatched off the street and out of their homes by the police on a regular basis.

Willy Falcon, listening intently to this narrative, asked, “What happened? Where did they take him?”

“I don’t know where they took him,” said Tony Bemba, “but a few weeks later two military policemen showed up at the house with my uncle’s clothes. They handed them to my grandparents and said, ‘He was executed this morning for having violated the laws of the revolution.’”

Willy’s mouth hung open in disbelief.

“They killed him,” said Tony, “because of the guy with the pig in the back of the truck.”

“Coño,” said Willy.

Tony explained that after the death of his uncle, his father became active in the underground anti-Castro movement. He went to meetings where plans were devised to resist the government; he distributed counterrevolutionary pamphlets from a hole in the floorboard of a car, so that they littered the streets; he took part in the stockpiling of weapons in expectation of the day when he and like-minded fellow insurgents might attempt to overthrow the government by force.

Eventually, Tony’s father got caught and thrown in jail. On Friday nights young Tony, barely six years old, and his mother and grandparents made the trip to Batabanó, a port city on the coast. At midnight, they boarded a boat for the arduous five-hour trip across the ocean to the infamous Isle of Pines prison. Routinely, there were tropical storms and even hurricanes in that part of the sea. Little Tony often became seasick and had vomited several times by the time he arrived at the prison to see his father.

Nothing made the kid more depressed than to see his father locked away behind bars.

In 1966, Tony Garcia, then ten years old, fled Cuba with his grandparents on a Freedom Flight and came to the United States. Every day, Tony expected to hear news from contacts back in Havana that his father had been executed. “I wish I could go there and get him out of prison before the government has him killed,” Tony said to Willy.

The two young boys nodded their heads in agreement. From that day forward, Willy and Tony were best friends.

As dramatic as Tony Bemba’s story was, it was not uncommon among the Cubans who had settled in Little Havana. Fathers, uncles, brothers, and sometimes women also were rotting in prison on the island, victimized by a despot and his grand revolutionary schemes, their suffering the natural inheritance of a generation of exiles that would not rest until this gaping wound was cauterized.

IT WAS LIKE A CUBAN version of Charles Dickens: el mejor de los tiempos y el peor de los tiempos (the best of times and the worst of times). On Sixth Street, where the Falcons lived, Cuban kids far outnumbered the adults. In the streets and parks and playgrounds, they played basketball and baseball all day long. These may have been sports that originated in the United States, but in Little Havana the language that accented these games—the shouts of encouragement and camaraderie—was almost exclusively Spanish. Maybe in school you were required to speak the language of American radio announcers, but at home and on the playground, the Rs were rolled, the question marks inverted, and the Castellano roots of the language were given a staccato, rough inflection that was uniquely from the Caribbean.

Willy Falcon emerged as a prince within his world of teenage Cuban strivers. He was, according to most everyone, handsome and appealing. The Falcons of Cuba had Spanish blood, but they also had indigenous blood from the Taíno, an Arawak Indian people whom Christopher Columbus had encountered when he first landed in the port of Baracoa in 1492. It was a pleasing combination, reacting well to the sun. By the age of sixteen, Willy had a muscular, sinewy physique, luxurious hair, and a killer smile that could light up a room. He had a generous spirit and a way of welcoming friends into the inner circle of his group, making them feel as if they were chosen for something special. Whether it was at neighborhood basketball games in Little Havana, or during extracurricular activities at school, or dance parties sponsored by various community organizations, Willy stood out. He never sought to promote himself as a leader; his ego was such that he let the kids come to him. Soon, as a teenager, he was part of an inner circle of boys who would later become the nucleus of Los Muchachos. This group included Willy, Tony Bemba, Justo Jay, Ramiro Moedano, Jojo Brito, and Sal Magluta, neighborhood kids who grew up within a small radius of a few blocks.

One person who was not yet a member of this group was Tavy Falcon. Six years younger than Willy, not yet a teenager, Tavy might as well have been an embryo still in his mother’s womb. Says Tavy:

They called me mojón, which means “little turd.” On Sixth Street, where we lived, my parents wouldn’t let me cross the street. There was too much traffic. But I could take my bike and ride around the block to watch them play and hang out on Fifth Street. These were the guys who I wanted to be with. They’re six years older, they’re cool. They have girlfriends, they have cars. Back then, this was all I wanted to be. I didn’t hang around with friends my age; I watched Willy and them and dreamed about being part of their group one day.

For the most part, the work ethic around Little Havana and the rest of Miami was startling to the Americans who lived there. At the time, in the 1960s and into the early 1970s, Miami was a sleepy little town, nothing like the major Latin metropolis it was soon to become. Like many immigrants in the United States, Cubans banded together to form business associations and commercial enterprises that did business mostly with other Cubans. The struggle for survival created an ethos of solidarity. The inhabitants of el exilio worked long hours, often at more than one job at a time.

A law signed by President Lyndon B. Johnson in November 1966 called the Cuban Adjustment Act allowed the exiles the opportunity to “adjust” their legal status so they could become American citizens. To the average American—John Q. Public—this was presented as an act in keeping with the Cold War tenor of the times, a repudiation of communism and an extension of American freedom at its most benevolent. But because it created a special dispensation for Cuban immigrants, US critics of the policy referred to it as a double standard.

Some recently arrived Cubans intuited that the gringo population in Miami, and maybe beyond Florida and around the United States, resented that they were being given privileged immigration status. This led the Cubans to turn inward and also, as a result, to work harder than anyone else, to prove their worth to the larger American public.

At the age of sixteen, Willy and Tony Bemba went to work for a small construction company owned by a fellow Cuban exile. Willy learned carpentry skills and Tony installed drywall. Sometimes they switched roles and did other jobs as laborers and handymen. It was hard physical labor, with the constant pounding of nails and carrying of heavy work materials, and long hours from early in the morning into the evening. In some ways, the boys worked hard as a tribute to their parents, who had endured so much. What could be a greater act of revenge than to rise above the hardships of exile and make it in America? To succeed in a way and at a level that would never be possible under a Communist system?

The city of Miami was growing rapidly, alive with the newfound energy of a displaced population determined to create a new reality for itself. On construction sites from Miami Beach to Hialeah, downtown Miami to Key Biscayne and all around the city, Willy and Tony marveled at the beautiful natural environment. Miami had not yet been fully exploited, with towering glass high-rises and narco-mansions along the city’s many beaches and tropical waterways, but the process was underway.

One day, while on lunch break at the construction site for the Brickell Bay Club, a massive thirty-one-story condominium on the water that would set the standard for future building, Willy and Tony took in the view. Seated on the balcony of an upper floor, they looked out over Biscayne Bay toward downtown. Noted Tony, “Willy, look at those buildings that weren’t even there a couple months ago. Miami is growing so fast.”

“Yes, and think about it, Tony—here we are in the middle of it, helping to construct this new city with our own hands.”

It was a grandiose observation for a teenager, one that would take on even more expansive implications once Falcon, Tony Bemba, and others were to construct the largest cocaine importation and distribution network the country had ever seen.

AS MUCH AS THE NEW generation of exiles was falling in love with Miami, there was an ever-present dichotomy. They also dreamed of returning to Cuba. As Willy put it, “I loved my new country. I love the United States. I love the system, freedom, justice and all. But my dream, my idea was always to go back to my roots, go back to Cuba, ninety miles away. My mind was here in the US, but my soul never left Cuba.”

As a result, Willy, Tony, and others they knew became actively involved in the anti-Castro movement that was so fervent in Miami among the exiles. The desire to displace Castro and take back Cuba became the number one dream—even bigger than the dream to make it in business.

By the time Willy and Tony became involved in the mid-1970s, the movement had already gone through permutations. Since the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion fifteen years earlier, the effort to kill Castro and install a new government in Cuba had mostly gone underground. Public support for this movement was still a highly visible aspect of the community. Willy, Tony, and others of their generation attended massive rallies and demonstrations in Bayfront Park, at Dinner Key, and in Little Havana. The speakers at these events were often members of the 2506 Brigade, who had survived the Bay of Pigs invasion and spent a year and a half in prison in Cuba until their release was negotiated by the US government.

People like Tony Bemba, who still had a father locked up in prison in Cuba, were treated like royalty at the rallies; their names were mentioned, and they were cited as the reason la lucha—the struggle to take back Cuba—was a flame that could never be allowed to grow dim.

After the rallies, the crowds marched into the streets chanting slogans, hoisting placards in Spanish and English, and, sometimes, burning in effigy crudely made puppets of Castro, Che Guevara, and other “luminaries” of the revolution. In response to these displays, which were sometimes videotaped by television crews and broadcast on news programs around the world, Castro publicly derided the exiles, referring to the Miami counterrevolutionaries as “gusanos (worms).”

Willy and Tony attended these rallies on a regular basis—so much so that esteemed leaders of the movement, who were always on the lookout for fresh blood, began acknowledging them by name. Both these youngsters had dropped out of Miami High School so that they could work full time in the construction business. They were diligent workers, from families that were known to be staunchly anti-Castro, and they were devoted to the cause. They were the kind of young men who seemed destined to play a role in the ongoing struggle to free Cuba.

Construction work in Miami was seasonal; in 1976, there was a lull in activity, and both Willy and Tony were temporarily laid off from their jobs. This gave them more time to devote to the anti-Castro movement.

On April 19, 1976, they attended a rally to commemorate the fifteenth anniversary of the Bay of Pigs invasion. After the rally, they were approached by three men who were revered operatives in the anti-Castro movement: Isaac Padron, Armando Lopez Estrada, and Rafael “Chi Chi” Quintero.

Quintero and Estrada, in particular, were legendary counterrevolutionaries. Quintero, thirty-five years old when he approached Falcon and Garcia (who were now twenty and nineteen respectively), had been a member of the Bay of Pigs invasion as a covert operative living in Havana in the months before the invasion. If the attack had been successful and Castro removed, Quintero was designated to serve as a high-ranking representative of the new ruling junta. After the invasion was crushed, he became stranded in Cuba and lived for a time as a fugitive from the Castro regime. He escaped by boat and settled in Miami, where he became not only a counterrevolutionary but a contract agent with the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).

In 1962, Quintero became an important participant in Operation Mongoose, a top secret initiative, instituted by US Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy and the CIA. Put into operation in the wake of the Bay of Pigs’ soldiers being released by Castro and returned to the United States, the program was steeped in skullduggery and Cold War espionage that gave rise to innumerable CIA-facilitated plots to assassinate Castro. Quintero was not only an active participant in these plots, but was credited within the Kennedy administration–CIA axis with having devised some of them.

Armando Lopez Estrada, who like Quintero was Cuban born, had also been involved in the invasion as a soldier who was lucky enough to have escaped death or capture. Like so many who had taken part in that seminal event, it became the motivating factor in a life devoted to the overthrow of Fidel. Estrada, like Quintero, also worked covertly with the CIA and, in July 1976, met secretly with leaders of the anti-Castro movement at a gathering in the Dominican Republic.

Many in the movement felt that efforts to kill Castro and take back Cuba had become factionalized over the years. This meeting in the DR resulted in the creation of a new governing body of militant exiliados in the United States that would be called the Coordination of United Revolutionary Organizations (CORU), of which Armando Lopez Estrada became a ruling member.

By the time these two veteran leaders of la lucha met with Falcon and Garcia, the counterrevolution had adopted a slightly different strategy. More than a decade had now gone by with anti-Castro Cubans and the CIA trying to assassinate the Cuban leader, with nothing to show for it. Under the new presidential administration of Jimmy Carter, the US government had officially disengaged from efforts to destabilize Cuba or take out Fidel. The militants would not give up entirely on efforts to assassinate Castro, but it was time to shift focus to take on Castroism, which was in danger of taking root south of the US border in Central America.

In recent years, Chi Chi Quintero had become involved in a new initiative. Working again with the CIA, he had been assigned a leadership role in establishing guerrilla military camps in Honduras. The agency had intelligence revealing that Castro, emboldened by nearly two decades in power, had begun to export his brand of Marxist communism to other Latin American countries. Specifically, Castro had sent Cuban military advisers to Nicaragua, which borders Honduras, to help train the Sandinista National Liberation Front (SNLF), a rebel group that was currently at war with the ruling government of Nicaraguan president Anastasio Somoza.

At secret camps in Honduras, and later, in El Salvador, Cuban exiles stockpiled weapons and trained for guerrilla warfare on a number of fronts, including Nicaragua. The demand for arms, equipment, and financing for operations was ever present. The exiles could count on wealthy, right-wing donors in the United States—Yankee industrialists and rich Latinos who had been chased out of Cuba by Castro. But militant Cubans also needed to create their own lines of financing and supply.

Quintero saw a role for Falcon and Tony Bemba. At a motel near Miami International Airport, where he kept a room for secret rendezvous with militant exiles, CIA agents, political mercenaries, and arms dealers, the Bay of Pigs veteran met with the two young Cubans. He explained to Willy and Tony, “La lucha is a hydra with many heads. Right now, the primary theater in the war to stop Fidel is in Nicaragua, with the Sandinistas. We must stop the Communists. We have the support of the CIA, which has pledged to facilitate this covert war of aggression. But we need weapons, and weapons cost money.”

Quintero explained that los exiliados had contacts in Honduras who would sell them cocaine at a wholesale rate. The idea was to import the cocaine into the United States, sell it, and use the proceeds to purchase large shipments of armaments—guns, ammunition, and explosives—which would be transported to the camps in Honduras and El Salvador.

A sense of awe came over Falcon and Garcia as they grasped what was being asked of them. Seated in that anonymous motel room, it seemed as though destiny had come knocking. Some of the most esteemed leaders of the anti-Castro movement were telling them that they needed their help. And that the commodity that would facilitate their needs was cocaine.

At the time, there was no great stigma attached to the white powder. Yes, it was illegal, a Schedule II controlled substance as designated by the US government, the possession or sale of which was a felony crime. But no one yet saw it as the scourge of society. For militant Cuban exiles caught up in a self-justifying liberation struggle, it was believed to be downright














































* After Falcon, Magluta, and eight others from their group were indicted in 1991, there were killings. There were four murders and two attempted murders of potential witnesses against Los Muchachos. It was widely speculated that these killings were related to the case of Los Muchachos, but there was never any evidence linking Falcon to any of these murders, and he was never charged. Magluta was later charged and found not guilty on all murder counts.
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“T. J. English hits the bull’s-eye again. This is true-crime writing at its most gripping and immediate.”
—NICHOLAS PILEGGI, author of Goodfellas and Casino
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