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 Introduction 

 
 
 
 
 JOHN FITZGERALD KENNEDY assumed the presidency at a remarkable moment in history. The ferocity of World War II was past, and the generation that had fought that war—not the senior officers, but the people in the trenches—felt it was their turn to assume command of America. So when the old warhorse Eisenhower passed the torch to Kennedy, this dashing young political actor was already a symbol as much as he was a man—an emblem of post-apocalyptic resurgence, of a victorious America ready to take responsibility for rebuilding a shattered world.
 

 
 
 
 
 With the help of television, which made him all the more accessible, John Kennedy was the embodiment of the new, modernist America. It was as if this rich, glamorous Navy veteran had been born for the part. He was the youngest man ever elected to the office, and his beautiful wife and children completed the picture of a president ready-built to provide hope for a postwar world.

 
 
 
 
 The sense of near-predestination that attended Kennedy made his Assassination that much more shocking. The man had survived World War II only to be gunned down, in full view, riding in a convertible on a sunny American street. That last Kennedy footage, that portrait of youth, beauty, charm, power, and death, was part of the reason his murder would be so instantly fictionalized; why the truth of it would take almost half a century to know. It was simply beyond reason, beyond comprehension.

 
 
 
 
 Kennedy personified America’s victorious philosophy, its complex democratic ideals, its mighty capitalism, and its unstinting belief in liberation through personal initiative. Wall Street had given the Kennedys their fortune, and Wall Street had given the country its new warriors. The world conflict had dwindled to a cold war between social theories, and the new breed of warriorspies were mostly men from the gentry, men who had lived the American Dream at its material best and had the most to lose if the nation faltered under the weight of its victory.

 
 
 
 
 There was another wildly charismatic political actor of the day, Fidel Castro, a guardian of the other virtue—collective freedom from the depredations of capitalism. He was the personification of a new socialism, post-Nazism. In his military garb, calling for liberation from imperialism and exploitation, he too brought a sense of hope and justice in the wake of devastation.

 
 
 
 
 These two leaders prevailed over the Western Hemisphere in the early 1960s, having risen to power with two fundamentally different visions of freedom. Initially, some saw a natural kinship between them, but politics would prevent it; they were each in the grip of the new war’s paradigm, one of strictly defined opposites. Kennedy and Castro and their indispensable brothers in arms, Robert and Raúl, forged in conflict and conditioned to court it, would become each other’s nemeses.

 
 
 
 
 Two would be killed. Two would make it to old age. And only one among them, Robert, would ever really force himself beyond those times and seek some reconciliation of the opposites. Locked in their corners, frozen in their political personas, the brothers’ war almost became a world war, more than once, and it lives on as few other war stories ever have.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 As of 2003, a convincing argument could be made that there was no reason to add to the ocean of ink devoted to “the Kennedy assassination.” By that time, the conclusion that Lee Harvey Oswald committed the deed had long been sealed, except in the minds of those unfamiliar with the ballistics evidence, or or those few who would never accept his guilt under any circumstances. But even for those who know that Oswald pulled the trigger, there still existed thorny questions within the story.

 
 
 

 
 
 The central questions, for the authors of this book at least, had always been: did Oswald commit the act for Castro; and did Castro or his agents play any role in the tragedy? The killer was well known for his support of the Castro revolution, and Fidel himself, unbeknownst to the Warren Commission appointed to investigate the crime, had been the object of numerous murder plots orchestrated by agents of Oswald’s victim, John Kennedy. Who could have a stronger motive than Castro and his agents? They hated the Kennedys, and the feeling was mutual. Oswald had visited the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico City shortly before he killed the president; there was impressive anecdotal evidence that a deeper, more ominous relationship with those consuls had resulted. But those routes to the truth had long been blocked, even to government insiders who were searching for it.
 

 
 
 
 
 Nonetheless, the notion that this murder was the result of Cuban “blowback,” the unintended consequence of a foreign policy decision, was much more than just an idle theory to those insiders; indeed, it has been considered seriously by many of America’s most informed government and law enforcement officials. From presidents and their aides to senior FBI and CIA officers, there has been a quietly voiced opinion that the hand of Fidel Castro may have touched this crime. Some claimed it as simple fact. None of the more popular conspiracy theories have this kind of support inside the D.C. Beltway, because none of those other theories have ever made believable connections between Oswald and his supposed clients, the mob, the CIA, oil magnates, Lyndon Johnson, etc.

 
 
 
 
 Kennedy assassination researchers disagree, often rabidly, on many aspects of the event, but there is consensus on one thing: there were huge and intentional gaps in the official investigations. For the authors, those gaps were at their widest on the topic of Oswald’s possible Cuban motives, rumored since before the echoes of those three shots in Dealey Plaza had entirely receded. Yet after the disinformed Warren Commission closed the case, no official agency, no deep-pocketed network felt compelled to spend serious money to look into it further, and few single authors could mount such an investment either. Their reasoning was understandable: not only would such an undertaking be expensive, but, more important, there was no guarantee of success. The most that one might be able to obtain was far-off-the-record testimony; persuading foreign spies to go public is one of the most difficult tasks the journalist can face. Thus, the Cuban angle, always the most compelling, seemed certain to fall through the cracks of history.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Meanwhile, the truth was being buried by other factors as well.

 
 
 

 
 
 Assassinations pose the same mysteries as ordinary homicides, but multiplied by the infinite exponents of political intrigue. In a democratic society, freedom of information includes the freedom to reach outrageous conclusions. Myths can become reality almost as easily as they do in highly controlled propaganda states.

 
 
 
 
 The murder of John Kennedy became the material of an entire generation’s myths and legends. After Dallas, America’s open culture became the seedbed for anti-government propaganda sent from Moscow and Havana, much of which is now taken as fact. They even tampered with the one and only legal indictment ever brought in the case, against Clay Shaw and his socalled conspirators in New Orleans. But the truth of Dallas, or as much of the truth as we are ever apt to know, was simpler, more human, and thus more classically tragic than any of the stories concocted by the Kremlin or the New Orleans district attorney, or a host of other conspiracy hunters. It was a story of American and Cuban virtue gone awry; of great talent, idealism, intellect, and precocity met squarely by the forces of hubris, machismo, recklessness, and hate.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Before the scientific analyses of the House investigation in 1979, there were legitimate reasons to question whether Oswald was even the shooter. But even after Oswald’s guilt was resolved, the authors of this book remained haunted by the lack of a meaningful inquiry into his sojourn in Mexico City, then the heart of Western Hemisphere espionage, where unvetted reports of Oswald’s contacts were rampant and often credible.

 
 
 

 
 
 As the years went on, coauthor Russo began interviewing officers of the Dallas Police, FBI, CIA, and the Secret Service, along with presidential advisers, U.S. official congressional investigators, and numerous foreign intelligence services. Although one might expect all these agents’ disparate agendas to cloud the issue, in fact the opposite was true. A pattern reflecting the true essence of the Kennedy story began to emerge. Among this hierarchy, there is a startling amount of agreement. When trying to ferret out the facts of history, there is nothing more impressive than this sort of unanimity by agents with traditionally opposing agendas. Thus, the only remaining questions are: why did Castro-supporter Oswald do it; and what corroborating evidence would prove it enough to put the case to rest?

 
 
 
 
 At long last we have those answers.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 But to understand Oswald’s crime fully, it must be seen within the wider scope of assassination as a political instrument of the 1960s. Internationally, it was a time full of assassins. In the years leading up to President Kennedy’s death, leaders would be killed in the Congo, the Dominican Republic, and Vietnam, to name but a few. Assassination was experiencing a resurgence.

 
 
 

 
 
 This was partly a response to the immense death tolls in the “total warfare” of World War II. The dictatorships that had sparked that war had raised a host of urgent moral and political questions in its aftermath, particularly with the emergence of new weapons capable of such mass destruction.

 
 
 
 
 Faced with the choice between a resumption of total war and some more contained option, why wouldn’t the U.S. government, or any government, consider assassination as an alternative? No wonder the option became commonplace in the thinking of the founders of the Central Intelligence Agency. The new agency’s best and brightest, men like Frank Wisner, Desmond FitzGerald, Tracy Barnes, Allen Dulles, Kermit Roosevelt, and Richard Bissell, were veterans of World War II. The memories of Hitler and Stalin were carved in their psyches. The choice of homicide over genocide seemed to be a clear one—assassination was simply a particularly extreme “psychological operation” to remove a leader with perceived personality disorders before his problems spilled into the world. By the time John Kennedy took office, it was fast becoming a prerequisite for any standard military coup.
 

 
 
 
 
 But the problem with assassination as an instrument of change, of course, was that anyone could use it. It could cut both ways. The relationship between sane charismatic leaders and their populations could also be severed, just as conclusively. In the wake of Dallas, fearing an international meltdown, Lyndon Johnson halted all attempts to kill or overthrow Castro and conspired—with Robert Kennedy—to cover the assassin’s ideological tracks. Johnson made an executive decision to break the personalized cycle of violence; but, although he averted an international firestorm, the damage to America’s internal life had just begun.
 

 
 
 
 
 Lee Harvey Oswald’s murder of the president was a perfectly aimed act of terrorism, destroying the nation’s sense of security and undermining its social contract. It ushered assassination into the American domestic experience as a seemingly perennial event: these were the years of Malcolm X, Dr. Martin Luther King, Harvey Milk, Ronald Reagan, Andy Warhol, John Lennon. Worse, it set in motion a “psychological operation” on a national scale, one that continues to this day.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 The two-part question of Oswald’s deepest motive and modus operandi have haunted American life for forty-five years, but the last few witnesses who could lay this case to rest have finally come forward.

 
 
 

 
 
 In 2003, coauthor Gus Russo received a phone call from his friend Wilfried Huismann, a documentary filmmaker and investigative reporter1 from Bremen, Germany. Willi was calling to say that he had persuaded the German network WDR (Westdeutscher Rundfunk Köln) to underwrite new research into the labyrinth of foreign intrigue surrounding the Kennedy case, enabling him and Russo to make a documentary film about it. The timing was perfect. Russo had recently received a tip from the National Archives that thousands of unredacted versions of previously released documents and recordings had been re-released well ahead of schedule. Russo signed on to collaborate on the film.

 
 
 
 
 Brothers in Arms was largely inspired by the interviews acquired for the resultant 2006 WDR television documentary, Rendezvous with Death, and the release of the archive material. These reports have helped fill in many blanks—including names—in the historical record, and there are additional new sources cited throughout.
 

 
 
 
 
 Given the historic importance of the new witnesses, most of whom, as foreign intelligence agents, chose, for good reason, to speak with their names concealed, the reader is owed some explanation. (One witness, Marty Underwood, is discussed in detail in the Appendix.) First, no one was paid for their interviews; one key witness, “Oscar Marino,” actually was angered and humiliated when the authors offered to pay his taxi fare to the airport. All were reluctant, and none sought fame or fortune; to the contrary, most did not even seem to appreciate the importance of what they were revealing, and had no knowledge that they were corroborating each other and the topsecret documents we were receiving from the other end of the earth. “What does it matter now?” was a refrain we heard repeatedly during these interviews. They had moved on, completely uninterested in why many Americans hadn’t. Although the witnesses were located surprisingly quickly, it took many months—in one case, years—of patient cajoling to persuade them to speak on film.

 
 
 
 
 Most surprising, there was no sense of agenda or retribution involved in what they were saying. These were not aggrieved or exiled agents hoping to “get even.” Although most were former Cuban intelligence agents now living outside Cuba, they nonetheless made it clear that their former bosses, the Castros, had been well within their rights to defend themselves against America by any means available. Furthermore, they agree among themselves that the Kennedys were aggressors and that the Cuban revolution was initially a worthy undertaking. They have no qualms about their continued hatred of the Kennedys, and are more saddened than angered by the turn Castro’s regime took in later years. Some had abandoned Cuba, not because of disagreements with the revolution, but out of a desire to give their children better lives. Every interviewee’s background was double-checked and verified through reliable sources. Playing a key role in vetting these witnesses was one of Mexico’s leading private investigators, Maurico Laguna Berber.

 
 
 
 
 That brings us to Nikolai, our source inside the Russian FSB (Federal Security Service), which had been formed in 1995 as a direct successor to the KGB after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. He would unlock secrets that the U.S. government itself could have unlocked years ago. As the Rendezvous team was planning out the film, Russo learned that in the 1990s the Russian government had offered to sell the KGB’s previously unreleased “encrypted” file on Oswald to U.S. authorities. Two commissioners from the Assassination Records Review Board (ARRB) traveled to Moscow to negotiate the deal, but came back empty-handed—not only was the price high, in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, but the offer was inconsistently offered, then withdrawn on a whim. The frustration at this lost opportunity is only multiplied when one considers that the ARRB suggested that the National Archives purchase the famous Zapruder film, which they did in 1998, paying the Zapruder family $16 million for the right to preserve, but not own, their silent, 26-second, 8 mm film of the assassination. This million-dollar storage adds nothing to our body of knowledge about the event, whereas we would have learned reams from the KGB file for a fraction of the price.
 

 
 
 
 
 It occurred to Huismann that the team might gain access to the same material via a longtime reliable source within the FSB, an agent who, for obvious reasons, could be referred to only by a pseudonym, “Nikolai,” in the film. “I have enlisted Nikolai on many occasions in the past for investigative projects,” Willi said, and he had proved 100 percent reliable and accurate. At the time of the Kennedy assassination in 1963, Nikolai was a young officer in the KGB, and he would rise through the ranks to become a senior officer of the KGB and FSB. Consequently, Nikolai was tasked by Willi to try to get a look at the Oswalds’ KGB/FSB headquarters files and report what he found. Later he was given one more name to research, “Cubela,” whom he had never heard of. Beyond that, he was told nothing about our film, its hypothesis, or the details we were receiving from our Cuban contacts. The process was harrowing, for Nikolai could not enter the KGB sanctuary and its encrypted files at will—he needed a legitimate excuse to make an entry. Had he been caught observing files improperly, he would have spent the rest of his life in a Siberian prison camp. For this selfjeopardy, Nikolai was paid the grand total of $1,000.

 
 
 
 
 Over the next two years, the film team waited for calls from Nikolai, calls that came out of the blue every four or five months. “I got in. We should meet,” would be Nikolai’s terse message. Through a roundabout process, Willi and Nikolai would meet in a neutral third country and conduct the debriefing. Although Nikolai dared not make off with documents, he made detailed notes of what he observed and read them to Willi at their meeting. Often the details were as disturbing to Nikolai as they were to the rest of the team. But, given his track record on previous projects over a ten-year period, we have no doubt about his truthfulness and accuracy in reporting.

 
 
 
 
 Finally, it seemed, it might actually be possible to fully tell the story of those turbulent years. The story that resulted is not about who shot President Kennedy, nor is it about the motives of Jack Ruby, Oswald’s assassin; those issues have long been resolved. Instead, it is about the last remaining mysteries in the case—Oswald’s deepest motive and the political repercussions of it. It is about when it was that the Cubans were aware of him and his plan, and how they abetted it. And finally, it is about how President Johnson and Robert Kennedy managed the resulting geopolitical crisis; and how the politics of murder changed their lives and ours in the aftermath.
 

 
 
 
 
 So, is Brothers in Arms the final chapter to the story of Lee Harvey Oswald? We believe it is. But as Lincoln scholar Roy P. Basler wrote, “To know the truth of history is to realize its ultimate myth and its inevitable ambiguity.” Put another way, historians rarely aspire to a courtroom, let alone a mathematical, standard of proof, because those standards are impossible to achieve; those who crave a “smoking gun” in any historical event will be frustrated.
 

 
 
 
 
 Given the vicissitudes of human memory and the woeful incompleteness of the written record, not to mention the basic human propensity to exaggerate and dissemble, the best one can hope for is to understand the essence of an event, as related by the best sources available. One central player from the era remarked, about the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, “If you could interview Fidel, Raúl, JFK, and Bobby separately, you’d get four different versions of the story, guaranteed.” Thus, a cynic could always point to the inconsistencies, personal agendas, and so forth, and dismiss the direct accounts of the people who lived these events. That would be a mistake; when such people are approached with an open but critical mind, at times a consensus begins to emerge; and through it, one can discern something previously unknown.
 

 
 
 
 
 The authors are convinced that the conclusions herein finally explain the disparate actions of all the key players before, during, and after the events of that tragic November weekend in Dallas. We have labored to present them forthrightly, not as pawns on a historical game board but just as people who found themselves caught up in the chaotic aftermath of a world war.

 
 
 
 
 Having reconstructed the roles of all these tragic actors, we have concluded with some sadness that the lessons of the politics of murder were lost on most of them, and lost on most of the body politic as well. An exception was Robert Kennedy. He, like Raúl on the Cuban side, was the most relentless advocate of no-holds-barred covert actions—including assassination—within his brother’s inner circle. For Robert, after the Kennedys’ humiliation at the Bay of Pigs, the personal was the political where Castro was concerned. He could easily rationalize his emotional reaction by merely citing the horrible brutality of the Castro regime toward its own people. The impulse for revenge and the political justifications for it were virtually inseparable until, as Lyndon Johnson secretly expressed it, Castro got Kennedy before Kennedy could get him.
 

 
 
 
 
 The awful responsibility borne by Robert after John’s death might have destroyed lesser men. In some sense, if one sees his post-Dallas life as a pilgrimage of atonement, completion, and responsibility, it did destroy him: it resulted in his assassination. But before it did, he applied the lessons of political violence as few leaders had done before or have done since. That is the full story of Robert Kennedy. His 1960s perfectly mirrored America’s, from Cold War triumphalism to brinksmanship; from disaster and the end of innocence to a new covenant of peace and justice.

 
 
 
 
 The greatest tragedy, the one that could compound those of the 1960s immeasurably, would be if nations continue to ignore what Bobby Kennedy learned in the hardest way imaginable: violence is never a straight line toward a predictable, cleansing result. Even when there is truly no alternative but to use it, it always comes back around with a vengeance.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 CHAPTER 1
 Living Through Another Cuba 

 
 
 
 IT WAS EARLY EVENING WHEN, after weeks of restless waiting, Dr. Rolando Cubela Secades was finally freed from his secure location in Paris and driven across town by his friend Carlos Tepedino. Cubela was among the most trusted members of Fidel Castro’s inner circle, and Carlos, a Havana-based Italian, was his intermediary to the people with whom he was now dangerously allied. Tremendous forces were gathering around them, and the two barely spoke en route to their rendezvous.
 

 
 
 
 
 A wolfishly handsome young man, Cubela still wore the full beard of a guerrilla; for him, the revolution had never really ended. Only five years earlier, he had been fighting alongside Fidel and Raúl Castro in the mountains of the Sierra Maestra, eating rats and lizards to survive in the fitful war against the Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista. Together with their Argentine comrade Che Guevara and the men of their July 26th Movement, the Castros had finally straggled into Havana—alongside other factions—as the long-haired, emaciated heroes of the mountain war. Now Cubela was a seasoned veteran, an army major general and, like Che, a physician in strict service to the people.

 
 
 
 
 But for all his devotion to principle, Cubela was a mercurial and complicated man, a doctor who could take a life as well as save one. He had proven himself as both assassin and soldier in the war; but when it ended, he soon realized that his revolutionary dream was not the one that had triumphed. The army that had overthrown Batista was a cross section of Cuban society: liberal urban professionals, shopworn laborers, and dispossessed peasants; reformist Catholics and intellectual atheists. But their moderate leftism had been hijacked by Fidel’s hard-line socialism. As Castro’s barbudos began to overrun the Cuban people, Cubela had reached out to the only force that could help him stop this new dictatorship: America, or specifically its surrogate, the Central Intelligence Agency. Now, barely thirty years old, he had convinced the Agency that he was deeply disillusioned with the leader he had helped bring to power—and capable of backing up his bitterness with mayhem.
 

 
 
 
 
 It was overcast in the City of Light, but despite the chill, the sidewalk cafés were already aglow in the gathering dusk of a Friday night. The two men arrived at the luxury apartment building where, just a few weeks earlier, Cubela had met with a man who called himself James Clark. In fact, “Clark” was the alias used by the CIA’s Cuba Desk chief, Desmond FitzGerald, when he was on covert operations. Even without knowing the man’s real identity, Cubela had been convinced that he was a senior American official; he wore his blue-blooded authority well. The man known as Clark had given Cubela the assurances he demanded—that the operation under discussion had been approved at the highest levels of the United States government. And within days of that first meeting, Robert Kennedy, the president’s brother, had contacted Cubela directly. Had it not been for those extraordinary guarantees, Cubela would not have returned to this place.

 
 
 
 
 He and Tepedino were greeted this time by Cubela’s CIA case officer, Nestor Sanchez, a ten-year Agency veteran known to the Cubans only by his alias, “Nicholas Sanson.” Clark was not in attendance, but Cubela’s other handler, a man he knew as Long, was. The spies had been absorbed into the most secret of secret CIA cells, “Staff D,” the keepers of the Agency’s nastiest dilemmas.

 
 
 
 
 For almost three years now, the overseers of Staff D—men like Bill Harvey, Des FitzGerald, Sam Halpern, and Harold “Hal” Swenson—had siphoned a black budget from the actual purpose of the department, a joint NSA–CIA gathering of foreign signals intelligence. The money had gone into a secret project that had thus far been frustratingly unsuccessful. But Cubela’s appearance that night gave them some hope. Cubela was there because he had promised to kill Fidel Castro.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 The men exchanged pleasantries, then “Sanson” got down to business, handing Cubela a page from the Miami Herald. The article described a speech given by the U.S. president just four days before. Embedded in the speech were key phrases written by “James Clark,” meant as a secret signal to Cubela.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 “It is important,” said John Kennedy, “to restate what now divides Cuba from my country and from all the American countries: it is the fact that a small band of conspirators has stripped the Cuban people of their freedom and handed over the independence and sovereignty of the Cuban nation to forces beyond the hemisphere . . . As long as this is true nothing is possible. Without it everything is possible. Once this barrier is removed we will be ready and anxious to work with the Cuban people in pursuit of those progressive goals that, a few short years ago, stirred their hopes and the sympathy of many people throughout the entire hemisphere . . . For once Cuban sovereignty has been restored we will extend the hand of friendship and assistance to a Cuba whose political and economic institutions have been shaped by the will of the Cuban people.”

 
 
 
 
 Cubela read the pages and then set them aside.

 
 
 
 
 Sanson placed a small black leather case on the table before him.

 
 
 
 
 Inside, Cubela found a metal tube, encased in foam rubber. Sanson plucked it from its nest, unscrewed the cap, and produced a single brushedchrome Paper Mate pen. Holding it up for closer observation, he pushed the depressor. In his other hand he held a tiny flashlight, and when he switched it on, a fluorescent beam revealed a microthin needle where the ballpoint would ordinarily be. The instrument was a finely tooled syringe, created at Langley for one purpose: it could be filled with a highly effective poison. Sanson suggested Black Leaf 40, a slow-acting pesticide, commercially available.

 
 
 
 
 The Paper Mate weapon took Cubela off guard. This deadly little prop implied close quarters, one-on-one.

 
 
 
 
 “I requested rifles and explosives,” he said, querulous. Cubela had a house at Varadero Beach, right next door to one of Fidel’s many domiciles; that seemed like the place for an easy strike.

 
 
 
 
 Sanson placed the fake ballpoint back in its tube. He explained that if Cubela needed to get in close, he would be frisked and a dart-gun would give him away. The case officer promised once again that the rifles and explosives would be forthcoming, all the weapons Cubela and his fellow insurrectionists would need for both a palace coup and the widespread revolt that would ensue. These munitions were in fact already stockpiled at a secret location in rural Cuba that would be revealed at the last moment.

 
 
 
 
 Cubela slipped the tube into an inside pocket, weighing his reply. Before he could give it, a telephone rang across the room. Tepedino answered and then passed the phone to Sanson. The call was urgent, he said.

 
 
 
 
 Sanson listened, briefly, and then returned the phone to its cradle, pausing for a long moment before he relayed what he had been told.

 
 
 
 
 The president of the United States had just been shot, he said, in Texas.

 
 
 
 
 It was not certain whether the shots had been fatal, but Sanson had been instructed by the caller to end this meeting forthwith. The pen was suddenly forgotten, the ritual air of expectation gone. America’s second Cuban coup attempt in two and a half years was over before it began.

 
 
 
 
 The men stood to put on their coats.

 
 
 
 
 “Why do such things happen to good people?” Cubela said. The question hung there.

 
 
 
 
 Tepedino was the one to break the silence. He asked Cubela if he wanted to be taken back to his hotel or someplace else, but the young physician declined and left on his own, walking into a cold drizzle. It was dark by this time. The doctor wandered to a bridge and found himself staring into the River Seine. He reached into his pocket, removed the tube, and let it drop into the current. Already, people were yelling the news from their windows to passersby along the riverbank. Kennedy, the American president, was dead.

 
 
 
 
 As Cubela’s pen was drifting to the bottom of the Seine, Luisa Calderón was sitting at her desk at the Cuban embassy in Mexico City. A vivacious brownhaired woman, Calderón worked as a secretary but was in fact “DGI,”* a Cuban intelligence agent like everyone else in the embassy’s employ there. At 2:00 P.M. on November 22, she received a phone call from a friend. It is not known who the caller was. The taped intercept indicates only a female, giddy with excitement.

 
 
 
 
 “Luisa, Kennedy has been killed! Assassinated in Texas.”

 
 
 
 
 “No, really? When?”

 
 
 
 
 “At one o’clock—”

 
 
 
 
 “Fantastic! Wonderful.” Luisa laughed, her thoughts racing ahead.

 
 
 
 
 “Apparently, his wife and brother were also wounded—”

 
 
 
 
 Their laughter overpowered them for a moment.

 
 
 
 
 “Wonderful,” Luisa gushed. “What good news!”

 
 
 
 
 “The consequences?” the caller asked rhetorically. “Only good ones,” she sang, succumbing to hysteria once again. Luisa tried to compose herself.

 
 
 
 
 “He was a family man, yes,” Luisa said, “but also a degenerate aggressor—”

 
 
 
 
 “—Three shots in the face!”

 
 
 
 
 “Perfect . . .”1 

 
 
 
 
 The call ended.

 
 
 
 
 Luisa dialed a number on her phone console. An embassy colleague picked up, someone named Nico. They too had a laugh at Kennedy’s expense, and then Nico asked her this:

 
 
 
 
 “Okay. What time will the plane arrive?”

 
 
 
 
 “At four, and at four-thirty they must be at the airport.”2 

 
 
 
 
 Shortly after Nico signed off, someone else phoned Luisa, another woman, also breathless.

 
 
 
 
 “Luisa, have you heard about Kennedy yet?!”

 
 
 
 
 “Yes,” she replied. “I knew almost before Kennedy did.”

 
 
 
 
 “They’ve arrested the guy. He’s president of a Fair Play for Cuba Committee.”

 
 
 
 
 “I already knew that. A gringo, right?”

 
 
 
 
 “It seems he lived for a time in Russia, but they wouldn’t grant him citizenship—”

 
 
 
 
 “Damn it! How do they know that already?! Did they say his name?”

 
 
 
 
 “Oswald—something like that. He hasn’t confessed to anything . . .”3 

 
 
 
 
 Luisa hung up the phone, her mind reeling. She had just been investigated by her superiors for maintaining a prohibited relationship with the American known as Oswald.

 
 
 
 
 Seven weeks before, he had shown up at her consulate, and, though she was likely unaware of it, he had been seen in meetings with DGI agents with much higher operational clearance than she. Had he been one of their “foreign collaborators”—one of the countless ones she had seen making contact with Cuban spies, making plans and arranging for false passports? If he was, then the revolution had struck a lightning blow for the oppressed masses, worldwide—and it had come through her office.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Fidel Castro was meeting with French journalist Jean Daniel in Havana when he received the news of Kennedy’s death. Daniel had met with the American president just a month before and had come to Castro with a message from Kennedy, an overture of peace. When Fidel had taken a moment to ponder this latest news, he looked sharply at Daniel.

 
 
 

 
 
 “This is an end to your mission of peace,” he said.

 
 
 
 
 The conversation labored on, both men no doubt mired in their own thoughts; as it drew to a close, Fidel returned to the implications of what had just happened.

 
 
 
 
 “Now they will have to find the assassin quickly, very quickly, otherwise— you watch and see, I know them—they will try to put the blame on us for this thing.” He told the Frenchman that in the late 1950s, as Fidel’s revolution to unseat Fulgencio Batista was reaching its climax, he had decided not to authorize the Cuban dictator’s murder.

 
 
 
 
 “I have always been violently opposed to such methods,” he said, without irony. “First of all from the viewpoint of political self-interest, because, so far as Cuba is concerned, if Batista had been killed he would have been replaced by some military figure who would have tried to make the revolutionists pay for the martyrdom of the dictator. But I was also opposed to it on personal grounds; assassination is repellent to me . . .”

 
 
 
 
 Daniel would later remark that he was shocked that Fidel displayed no emotion when he heard the news, almost as if he had expected it.4  Indeed, he had. Fidel had been well aware that a young American “foreign collaborator,” in contact with his agents in the embassy in Mexico, was plotting this murder on his own initiative, a last resort to prove his devotion to Fidel’s cause. The act was a prelude to his own recruitment into Fidel’s intelligence corps, or so the man had been led to believe.
 

 
 
 
 
 But Fidel knew even more. As one of his most senior intelligence officers would admit forty-three years after the fact, Dr. Rolando Cubela’s every contact with agents of Castro’s great adversaries, the Kennedy brothers, was being monitored and reported to Havana.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 At the very moment Cubela had been taking possession of his poison pen in Paris, twenty-four-year-old Lee Harvey Oswald, in Texas, had been aiming a four-power rifle scope at the back of the head of the thirty-fifth president of the United States. When he squeezed the trigger seconds later, John Kennedy was gone. It would take four and a half more years for Bobby to be gone as well, but by the dark logic of violence, guilt, and desperate atonement, his own death began that night as well.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 Early in the year 1956, Fidel would have done anything to fulfill his Cuban revolutionary dream. He had been in revolt for twenty-five of his thirty years, first from his father, Angel, then from his Jesuit mentors, then from his own gnawing obscurity, and finally from the forces of bourgeois capitalism. He had raised $29,000 by this time, $20,000 of it from within Cuba, and had pulled together a band of eighty-two men in Mexico City, but his plan required still more money. He needed capital to wage his war against capital, and where else to find it but across the border of the most powerful economy on earth.

 
 
 

 
 
 Fidel had done it before, in 1949 and 1955, going hat in hand to Cuban exiles from New York to Miami and charming them with gales of outraged humanism. He had raised thousands of dollars. More recently, however, Batista had pressured the Eisenhower government not to let Fidel into the States anymore. He would have to get in through a back door, as legions of Latinos had been doing since America stole its southwestern states from Mexico.

 
 
 
 
 So, while his younger brother, Raúl, and their new Argentine comrade, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, were tending to the hearts, minds, and bodies of their cadre in Mexico City, Fidel squatted amid the cactus on the Mexican side of the Rio Grande and prepared to cross. It was a night run, in all likelihood. Perhaps only his driver and the coyotes and the tarantulas and javelinas were there to witness it, but eventually he waded in, and when he reached the other side, he trekked to a Texas border town a few miles away through the darkness. There, he made his rendezvous with Carlos Prío, the former Cuban president who had been ousted by Batista in March 1952. Prío thought Fidel’s brigade intended to return him to the presidency when their revolution succeeded. In time, Prío would be disappointed, but for the moment Fidel left the meeting $50,000 richer. He wrapped up the cash, mounted it on his head, and returned through the currents. Fidel was back in business.5 

 
 
 
 
 They were a ragtag bunch, the small army awaiting him back in Mexico City. Most of them were not peasant soldiers; they were petit bourgeois idealists, intellectuals, and middle-class professionals, unschooled in the rigors of revolution. Fidel himself was a lawyer, a dandy with guerrilla pretensions. He and Raúl, a shy and bookish man, had seen battle only once before, and it had sent Raúl running for the hills. These greenhorns had taken to wearing beards, however, the better to prevent infiltrations by arrivistes, and it gave them a certain peasant air in common. They had been bunking in six rented houses, and their training so far consisted of rowing rented boats around Chapultepec Lake hour after hour, climbing mountains, and undergoing weapons training near the town of Chalco, twenty-five miles outside the capital. Che, a fire-breathing extremist where politics were concerned, had no such fire for physical regimens. A lifelong asthmatic, he spent his weekends laying siege to the mighty, extinct volcano Popocatépetl, but he never quite managed to reach its summit.

 
 
 
 
 Three years earlier, on July 26, 1953, Fidel and Raúl had made their revolutionary debut in a 120-man assault on the Moncada army garrison at Santiago, Cuba, a city where Fidel had been sent as a child and corporally abused by his Haitian tutors.6  That plan had been predicated on it being carnaval season; Batista’s soldiers would either be away on R&R or too inebriated to fight. Neither proved to be true. The attack might have given the insurrection its name, the July 26th Movement, but militarily it was a fiasco, thanks to Fidel’s weakness as a tactician. Jaime Costa, one of the surviving comrades, would later recall that Fidel “ran around screaming orders hysterically. The orders made no sense.”7  The only luck was that the lieutenant who captured Fidel did not kill him on sight. He was arrested instead, contrary to standing orders, and sent to stand trial.
 

 
 
 
 
 The Castro brothers were sentenced to fifteen years on the Isle of Pines, a small island off the Cuban coast. “Condemn me,” Fidel chided the court. “It does not matter. History will absolve me.” The speech staked a claim to restore the 1940 constitution, never mentioned “socialism,” and suggested a return to a “government of popular election.” It was chock-full of many populist promises. By the end of the decade, they would dissolve into a cult of one-man legerdemain.

 
 
 
 
 His term in prison was a young intellectual’s daydream spent under minimum security, a virtual graduate school for revolutionaries. They read voluminously from a library they accumulated, kept in touch with the political machinations of the outside world, and gained weight on the prison food. Fidel created a studious regimen for his comrades, he and Raúl hosting revolutionary bull sessions, and Fidel nudging Raúl further along the path to Marxist-Leninism that the younger brother had embarked on in 1951.

 
 
 
 
 Fidel kept the question of his own Communism under wraps. Raúl may have been his ideological beard, taking the hit while Fidel remained aloof; or Fidel’s first allegiance may simply have been to Fidel until Raúl and Che forced him to the left. The Fidelist documents of that time don’t mention socialism because the Cuban people were not predisposed to it.8  It was not until he was the leader of Cuba and had become aware of the imminent Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961 that Fidel claimed his revolution to be a socialist one.
 

 
 
 
 
 In a monumental blunder by Batista, the Castro brothers were released under a general amnesty after less than two years, thus giving them free rein to fight again. Raúl, the homebody, went straight back to the family estate in Birán as he had after the Moncada disaster. Fidel went underground, sleeping in different places each night and issuing his manifestos on the fly. While Fidel had avoided political labels, Raúl had been identified as a commie and was soon accused of plotting to bomb a cinema. He was the first to flee the country, exiling himself to Mexico. Indeed, Raúl was a true believer. He started doing advance work for the Castros’ next revolutionary wave.

 
 
 
 
 Fidel made his way to Havana to continue his plots against the government. There, he was protected by a spirited group of very young revolutionaries who stayed in constant communication with other fledgling units. Among them were student activists Rolando Cubela, twenty-two years of age, and an eighteen-year-old revolutionary who went by “Oscar Marino,” an ally of another eighteen-year-old, Santiago-based underground leader Frank País.* Marino would go on to become a founder of the revolution’s G2 spy agency and later its chief recruiter in Mexico.† His sensitive executive positions would eventually give him a bird’s-eye view of the dramas that would play out between Cubela, other sundry G2 agents, and a young Castro sympathizer in America, one Lee Oswald.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 On July 8, 1955, six weeks after their release from prison, Fidel joined his younger brother in Mexico City, penniless and wearing a gray wool suit. Even as a student in the heat of Havana, Fidel had insisted on wool suits at the university, an affectation that must have made him seem either prone to chills, or curiously penitent, or both.

 
 
 

 
 
 At first he and Raúl lived in a refuge for Cuban exiles, the apartment of an old friend, María Antonia González, who became the den mother of the revolution. They had no troops yet, but Fidel’s yen for power kept them going, along with the monthly stipends from María, $40 for the younger brother, twice that for the older. Fidel began laying out his battle plan almost immediately upon his arrival, and it continued when the two of them moved on to a funky hotel, aptly located on Insurgentes Boulevard.

 
 
 
 
 It was in Mexico City that the Castro brothers had first met Ernesto “Che” Guevara. Che was working as a poorly paid doctor at the General Hospital, specializing in allergies, and moonlighting as a news photographer. When Raúl entered Che’s life, the Cuban had already been in battle (however dubiously) and been incarcerated for his politics (however comfortably). Che, by contrast, was an armchair revolutionary, living on the cheap with his fiancée, Hilda, and honing his rhetoric in the hot spots of the leftist café society. Young and cleanshaven, he was a talented writer of poetry and prose, and also spoke excellent French.9  His English, by contrast, was halting, but he had seen Yankee capitalism’s dark side up close, and his enmity for the United States was already Intense. He had once been stranded in Miami for a month, and that experience alone had alienated him; but it was during his bohemian travels through South and Central America from 1952 to 1954 that his hatred was galvanized. He had witnessed the CIA-orchestrated overthrow of Guatemala’s president Jacobo Árbenz, a democratically elected, moderate leftist who had sought to introduce basic land reform in his country and took exception to the high profits of America’s United Fruit Company there.
 

 
 
 
 
 Raúl, according to Hilda, was already a fervent admirer of the Soviet Union. He saw the Marxist imperative as inherently transnational and anti-American, and was personally quite “merry, open, sure of himself, very clear in the exposition of his ideas, with an incredible capacity for analysis and synthesis.”10  None of these were traits that Raúl had exhibited as a child, but somehow his brother’s tutelage, his travels, and his studies in prison had given the once-unremarkable young man an unlikely confidence. He was a man on a mission.
 

 
 
 
 
 And he was the one who introduced Fidel to Che, on a cold night in Mexico City. Their first encounter was at María Antonia’s apartment, and it went on for ten solid hours, the two of them comparing philosophies with such mutual excitement that by the next day, Che had joined Fidel’s Revolution, despite doubts about the unfolding plan of attack itself. From then on, the two met nearly every other day. Che’s abhorrence of the United States began to rub off on Fidel. Hilda’s best friend, the Venezuelan poet Lucila Velásquez, spent long nights with them, observing that “without Ernesto Guevara, Fidel Castro might never have become a Communist. Without Fidel Castro, Ernesto Guevara might never have been more than a Marxist theorist, an intellectual idealist.”11  As their combined energy began to express itself in more and more grandiose ways, members of the city’s progressive community began to take notice. Fidel never missed a chance to make a speech that might win allies.
 

 
 
 
 
 Among the influential people to whom the Castros and Che reached out were the erudite Mexican poet and critic Octavio Paz, and his wife, Elena Garro. They and their young daughter, Elenita, were the centers of a peripatetic literary salon that bound the Latin art world together: Vienna one week, New York the next, Havana here, Madrid there, and Mexico City as home base. Fidel and Raúl came and went, and among the regulars were such rising stars as Nicolás Guillén and Alejo Carpentier. Eight-year-old Elenita would become something of a literary mascot and got to know and love them all, but the fine-boned, soft-spoken, and still-obscure Che Guevara made as much an impression on her as the famous people did. He was becoming a force in his own right.

 
 
 
 
 On August 18, Che married Hilda in Tepotzotlán, with Raúl in attendance. Fidel was supposed to have been the witness, but his presence was nixed as a security risk. He was convinced that various forces—including Batista’s overseas operatives, the FBI, and the Mexican secret police—had him in their sights.12 

 
 
 
 
 He was right. Batista’s Cuban agents had pursued Fidel from the moment he was released from prison, shutting down La Calle, the Havana newspaper he wrote his broadsides for, and keeping him on the move from one comrade’s house to another each night.13  They were soon on his trail in Mexico as well, and friends in Havana passed the word to Fidel that Batista had put a $20,000 bounty on his head.14  For all Fidel’s obsession with secrecy, very little was kept secret from Fulgencio Batista.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 On June 20, 1956, the Cuban dictator succeeded in provoking the Mexicans into doing something about this little army of insurgents. These three musketeers, Fidel, Raúl, and Che; some of their stalwarts like Ramiro Valdés and Juan Almeida; and two dozen others were arrested by agents of Mexico’s Federal Security Directorate (DFS). Batista immediately demanded that they be extradited back to Cuba and had one of his operatives torture a member of the brigade.

 
 
 

 
 
 Here, the exact lines of conflict become blurred. The DFS leader of the raid, twenty-eight-year-old Mexican army officer Fernando Gutiérrez Barrios, was the man who captured Fidel’s band. Fidel would have considered Barrios a typical tool of the oligarchy, but an unlikely respect quickly grew between himself and Fidel. When Barrios realized that he was dealing with a group of disciplined guerrillas (and not drug smugglers, as initially thought), the two became friends.15 “ He was a kind and gentlemanly policeman who conversed agreeably and even had some leftist ideas,” Fidel would later say.16  It would prove to be a profound understatement. Whatever the reason they were grabbed, Castro and Gutiérrez Barrios struck up a curious relationship that spring of 1956 and the Fidelistas were released by the end of July. “I sympathized with Fidel Castro,” Gutiérrez Barrios would admit in 1995, “first, because we were of the same generation, and second, because of his ideals and conviction.”17 

 
 
 
 
 Notwithstanding his sympathies, Gutiérrez Barrios would rise to head the DFS and become one of the most brutal antileftist authorities in all of Latin America. In time, he would serve as a liaison to both the CIA and to Fidel; over the years, he and Fidel came to an understanding. When Castro seized power in Havana, he agreed not to export revolution to Mexico. In return, the DFS agreed to shield the Cubans from other adversaries and feed useful intel to Castro’s new intelligence agency, the G2. Whatever else they consented to may never be known—Gutiérrez Barrios died with his secrets—but it is certain that the two men became fast friends.

 
 
 
 
 The moment Fidel was released, he asked Gutiérrez Barrios to keep him apprised of any other police operations that might be coming down the line. Barrios agreed, even calling ahead to make certain that local authorities did not stand in the way as the young revolutionaries embarked on their voyage back to Cuba.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 In the 1950s, according to a U.S. intelligence official (speaking on condition of anonymity), Mexico City (along with Vienna) had become known as a “spy trampoline,” a prime jump point for Communists wishing to rendezvous with their U.S. informants, although the Mexicans were equally helpful to the United States at that time, assisting the CIA in spying on Communist countries as well.

 
 
 

 
 
 Besides the Batista network and the DFS, another pair of eyes was trained on Castro’s brigade in the Mexico of the 1950s, those of a sympathetic Russian.

 
 
 
 
 Nikolai Sergeyevich Leonov had first come to Mexico City in 1953 when he was sent there as a member of the Soviet Foreign Service. Raúl had just made his first trip outside Cuba for the Soviet-sponsored international youth convocation in Vienna. The trip had taken him to three Communist capitals in Eastern Europe as well, and it cemented his interest in Marxist philosophy. The KGB had been monitoring the delegations, of course, scouting the young and the restless lefties for future reference.18  Whether by accident or by design, the twenty-five-year-old Leonov met Raúl on his return trip to the Americas aboard a vintage Italian passenger ship, the Andrea Gritti, and the two became friends. Leonov would report that they “understood each other instantly, and were burning with desire to give our lives to the service of the people.”19 

 
 
 
 
 Two years later, when Raúl was doing his Mexican advance work for Fidel, the friends met again and Raúl introduced the Russian to another new compadre, Che, and Leonov too became part of their burgeoning scene.

 
 
 
 
 When pressed by historians years later, Leonov would insist that he was not yet a KGB operative when he reunited with Raúl and met the Castros’ band of hairy men, but he would join the Soviet intelligence service in the summer of 1958, become its station chief in Mexico City, and eventually rise to the KGB’s second most powerful position, deputy chief of the First Chief Directorate of the State Security Committee. In the summer of 1956, Leonov was keeping close contact with the Castros when they were arrested on that June day; and seven years later, on a bright September day in 1963, Leonov would still be KGB station chief in Mexico City when a tearful, agitated young American militant named Lee Oswald would barge into the Soviet and Cuban embassies, demand credentials to visit Cuba, and then threaten to kill President Kennedy.

 
 
 
 
 And Barrios would be Leonov’s counterpart in the Mexican DFS.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 In mid-August of 1956, John F. Kennedy, a thirty-nine-year-old second-term senator from Massachusetts, was returning from the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. The erudite Adlai Stevenson from Illinois had received the nomination and then left it to the convention to choose his running mate. Jack had very nearly captured the banner, but finally lost it to Senator Estes Kefauver.

 
 
 

 
 
 Kennedy was disappointed, but his appetite had been whetted. He was beginning to think that “it should be as easy to get the nomination for president as it was for Vice President,”20  and his comment reflected the dazzling confidence that had caught the attention of the party bosses. They were suddenly seeing more in him than just the panache of intelligence, good looks, and great wealth. By this time, the toothy face and gangly frame had filled out; the voice had deepened. There had been something arresting about him onstage in Chicago, and something bold about the way he staked his positions. Young Jack Kennedy was a comer.
 

 
 
 
 
 Yet even then he was a brilliant man whose instinct for power had a dangerous shadow, at least for a politician—indiscriminate lust, inherited from his father, Joe Kennedy Sr. As soon as the convention was over, Jack left the bosses begging for more and flew off to the south of France, where Joe Sr. was on holiday at the family villa. It was there that the two men decided that Jack should go straight for the presidency in 1960, if Eisenhower beat Stevenson and won a second term. His wife, Jackie, stayed behind, in the last trimester of a pregnancy. She would lose that baby, and when Jack opted not to race back to the States to be with her, it would nearly destroy their marriage.

 
 
 
 
 It would also mark a turning point in his younger brother Bobby’s relationship both with Jackie and with the family at large. It was Bobby who got her through the aftermath, and who shamed his brother into returning home. When Jack finally did come back, he managed to repair the damage, but then he hit the road again, spending that fall campaigning for StevensonKefauver and currying favor with the party bosses by trading on his status as a decorated war veteran. When his pal Charlie Bartlett asked why he didn’t just wait for a while, bide his time, Jack replied, “No, they will forget me. Others will come along.”21 

 
 
 
 
 Bobby, fast becoming the family’s most dogged political tactician, had seen how Kefauver had turned his chairmanship of the Kefauver Crime Commission into a publicity bonanza and gained himself a national reputation. The new medium of television was perfect for kindling a political career, and gangsters (and Communists) were the perfect antagonists for a nation that had run out of Hitlers and Mussolinis. Within a few months, Bob helped establish the McClellan Rackets Committee, with himself as the committee counsel and Jack as a Senate committeeman. Now the Kennedys had their own hoodlums to berate, just like Estes Kefauver, and they were bound for the presidency.

 
 
 
 
 They had been “born Democrats,” even though they were the sons of one of America’s wealthiest self-made men, a man for whom power was an acquisition like any other. Jack had wanted to be a journalist at first, but his father had other plans. The oldest son, Joe Jr., had been his first choice for the presidency, but he was killed in World War II. Jack became the designated hitter, as if power were just another trophy he was simply expected to win. Some believed that Jack could as easily have been a Republican, if that had been the path laid out for him. Tony Gallucio, Jack’s secretary in Boston, once remarked that the Kennedys “were master political technicians. They knew how to get elected,” but “they had no philosophy.”22 . Indeed, Jack grew impatient with nuanced political philosophies at that point in his career, particularly “prissy” liberalism.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 In many ways, Jack Kennedy was not much different from the young Fidel Castro. Both had been dominated and manipulated by their fathers. Where Joe Sr. had acquired his millions as a scheming, streetwise Irish outsider, Ángel Castro lived as a gentrified peasant, self-made and considered rich on his own turf but still a lowly guajiro in the eyes of the Cuban aristocracy. Their talented and confident sons had leaped over decades, even centuries of class prejudice to become leaders by sheer force of personality. They were intellectually curious, articulate, easy in the company of men, and attracted to the spotlight.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 Both Jack and Fidel came from large Catholic families, and both of their fathers made a sport of bedding women out of wedlock. Joe Sr. kept his mistresses out of sight, in hotel rooms, at the penthouses of trusted friends, or on his private yacht. Ángel took his lovers wherever he desired them, including his own home. Fidel, Raúl, and their siblings had been born to Ángel’s housekeeper while she worked for his wife, and Ángel made no secret of the small shack full of his offspring who lived just out of sight of the casa  grande. In the eyes of the Catholic Church, the Castro children were all illegitimate, a particular humiliation for the daughters, but one that Fidel and Raúl felt as well. It was not until Fidel was seventeen years old that Ángel recognized him as his legal offspring. Fidel loathed him.
 

 
 
 
 
 Still, perhaps recognizing Fidel as exceptional—and therefore a good reflection on himself—Ángel would grant him special privileges, sending him to the country’s best preparatory school, keeping him in natty clothes, and furnishing him with a car as he approached his college years. Fidel overcame his “rustic” upbringing to be reasonably well liked at Belen Prep. Although as a child he had famously assaulted a priest in retaliation for abuse, priests would later become the adults he respected most; a priest named Amado Llorente was his favorite teacher, and Fidel attended Mass daily.

 
 
 
 
 Even then, though, some of the priests sensed a certain moral indifference in Fidel. His temper could be savage. He accepted leadership from no one, taking only the wise counsel of Llorente. He arrived at the University of Havana like a young lord. Dressed like a businessman, albeit with a lounge lizard’s flair for excess, he hit campus in full possession of his powers of persuasion and intimidation, and quickly learned to negotiate the thuggish politics that thrived there. When asked by a schoolmate what his aspirations were, the nineteen-year-old Fidel said, without irony, “I want to win glory and fame!”23  That was the sum of his ambition—he was a political chameleon, pursuing power for its own sake. His classmates were initially fond of him, but his loyalty and charm receded as power came closer within reach.
 

 
 
 
 
 Years later, in 1961, the CIA did a psychological workup on him. Given its agenda at that time, one should take these speculations with a large grain of salt, but the Agency’s description of him may have some validity:

 
 
 
 
 “Fidel Castro is not ‘crazy’ but he is so highly neurotic and unstable a personality as to be quite vulnerable to certain kinds of psychological pressure. The outstanding neurotic elements in his personality are his hunger for power and his need for the recognition and adulation of the masses. He is unable to obtain complete emotional gratification from any other source . . .” Deeper in the text is a particularly telling passage, apropos of his relationship to Angel: “Castro’s aggressiveness stems from constant attempts to achieve a special position that is denied him. When he achieves what he desires, he needs constant reassurance that he is justified in occupying this special position. . . . Currently he is wringing it from the Cuban masses . . . As long as the masses continue to support him, he will not suffer from anxiety, depression, or overt psychiatric symptoms.” But the most disturbing conclusions were yet to follow: “He is insatiably narcissistic . . . and has a wish for martyrdom . . . His first consideration is to maintain power control for himself. He probably would destroy both himself and the Cuban people to preserve this status.”24 , 25 

 
 
 
 
 The stately Harvard campus was not exactly the political trench warfare that the University of Havana was, and Jack Kennedy’s psychological issues were certainly not as aggravated, but he too went through a transformation as he made his way out of school, through the war, and into a campaign for Congress in 1946. The unpretentious, and egalitarian PT-boat commander of World War II gave way to a cooler peer of the realm whose once-disarming charm had come to seem more calculating. He was capable of kindness and understood, intellectually, that power could improve the lives of those less fortunate; but one of his lovers of long standing noted his “tremendous acceptance of inequality at every level . . . That was absolutely acceptable.” He seemed content to believe that “people who are different have different responses. The pain of poor people is different from ‘our’ pain.”26 

 
 
 
 
 Fidel, too, was an elitist, in his own sphere. On the Castro plantation, Fidel’s sister, Juanita, noted that he treated the peasants with the same cruelty that his father did. “There were a lot of employees working on the farm and serving at the house,” she reported—nearly a thousand people in all— but, according to Juanita, “Fidel never took care of these people. On the contrary, I remember he criticized my father for being too generous with them.”27  He made no public declaration on behalf of the poor until he joined Cuba’s leftward drift in his early twenties—right around the time that Jack was first elected to Congress.
 

 
 
 
 
 Fidel and Jack’s younger brothers, Raúl and Bobby, started out with more heart. Though raised under virtually the same circumstances as their older brothers, they began their lives as introverted underdogs and were more attuned to injustice, more aggravated by it, as a result.

 
 
 
 
 Robert Kennedy was the seventh child of Joe Sr. and Rose Kennedy, the third son born after four girls. Like Raúl, he was the child closest to his mother; he was considered by the self-consciously tough Kennedy men to be a borderline “sissy.” He was so devoutly religious that many family members expected him to enter the priesthood, and so sensitive to the teasing and sparring of his two older brothers, Joe Jr. and Jack, that he was known to burst into tears from the sheer intensity of the family’s competitive climate. He was, to use his father’s word, the runt, less handsome and outgoing than the older boys.

 
 
 
 
 By the time he reached adulthood, he had diligently covered his heart with a tough-guy attitude. He surrounded himself with men from the middle and working class and affected their stance; but deep down Bobby was empathetic, the counter to Jack’s aristocratic remove. Jack would claim that his mother never touched or soothed him as a child and that he himself didn’t like to be touched as an adult. Bobby, on the other hand, had his mother’s absolute devotion and was physically demonstrative, passionate, romantic. As an adult, he directed those traits into the ruthless practice of law and politics, outgunning the gunmen, finally, and becoming the family’s tactical hit man.

 
 
 
 
 Raúl was the empathetic one in his family, too. Five years younger than Fidel, Raúl had been the passive child, the frail mama’s boy, soft, short, and easily intimidated, with none of his brother’s braggadocio or verve. He didn’t even look like a Castro, to some eyes, and was saddled as a child with the nickname el Chino, the Chinaman. As they reached manhood, Raúl’s personal goals were always subordinate to the radical zeal Fidel instilled in him. But even later in life, Raúl the Terrible kept alive something of the soulful decency he had as a kid. No matter how callously, even murderously effective he proved to be as a leader, his reputation was built on the genuine respect, friendship, and loyalty of those in his command. He was a loving father and spouse, cared openly about those in his inner circle, invited and accepted honest feedback, and was comfortable with his intellectual equals and treated them as such. He could be mischievously funny, could drink like a man with a slit throat, and was known to party with hilarious abandon. Fidel, conversely, surrounded himself with his intellectual inferiors, was averse to being alone but trusted no one, did nothing with abandon, and would drive his few real peers into exile or have them executed. Raúl admired Fidel, but was not particularly loved by him.
 

 
 
 
 
 Bobby Kennedy’s most loved older brother was Joe Jr. When Joe died in battle, Bobby’s attention shifted to the next oldest brother, Jack. He adored him, scuffling along in his glamorous shadow, becoming his fixer, his body man, and, in the end, the last keeper of the family’s most miserable secrets. Jack teased and chided him, listened to his calculations and took his advice, but gave Bobby little back in way of overt affection.

 
 
 
 
 As the older brothers rose to power in the late 1950s, it was the younger ones who did the heavy lifting. The older men were the trumpeters, the dazzlers, the personalities. The younger ones became the heavies, the ideologues, the ones who kept needling the older ones toward the darker realms of power.

 
 
 
 
 In their formative years, it was the younger men’s organizational skills and doggedness that finally gained their brothers’ respect. In time, that respect became a dependency, a bond of trust the older ones could not easily make or keep with anyone else. One came to the geopolitical arena on wheels of fire, the other on wings of gold. But the cornermen, the ones who stayed in the shadows and kept the battle raging, selflessly devoting themselves every day to their families’ political supremacy, were Raúl and Bobby.

 
 
 
 
 Inside the ring of kinship, these bonds would become so fierce that, for the younger siblings, what offended the dignity of a brother offended the dignity of his entire nation. It was a recipe for the most dangerous kind of sibling rivalry, brothers against brothers.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 The Castro brothers had come to Mexico in 1955 because, as Fidel would preach in Tuxpan thirty-two years later, “it was the common house of all Latin Americans . . . There were Peruvians because there was a tyrannic government there, there were Dominicans because there was a tyrannic government in Santo Domingo, there were Nicaraguans because the Somoza tyranny was already there, there were Guatemalans because the CIA had just defeated the Árbenz government with its attack.”28 

 
 
 

 
 
 And there was Fulgencio Batista, a mulatto born in poverty who became the only Cuban man of his class to ever reach the presidency. He was elected with the help of the far left in 1940; his first term had been a mixed bag, authentically reformist in ways that won the support of the workers, but also brutal and repressive in equal measure. He lost the presidency in 1944, but regained it in 1952 in a coup three months before the scheduled elections. In 1954, he ran for reelection unopposed. By the time his second presidency collapsed at the end of 1958, the dictator’s personal wealth would be estimated at between $60 and $300 million, most of it ill-gotten—either plundered from the Cuban people or received as payola from the American mob, who had built a gilded cage of vice in the capital city. But in the fall of 1956, Batista was still running Cuba as his personal police state. Initially, Fidel’s ideology seems to have been one of simple repulsion. He might not yet have settled on a proactive philosophy, but he knew what he was against—the regime of Batista.

 
 
 
 
 With the $50,000 that former president Prío had given Fidel on the north shore of the Rio Grande, and another five grand handed over by the poet Teresa Carillo, Fidel had raised enough money to buy the revolution’s mother ship, the one that would launch his July 26th Movement across the Caribbean and on to the coast of the homeland. He had looked high and low for the right, affordable vessel, even venturing to the harbor at Baltimore, Maryland, before Eisenhower banned him from entering the country. He considered a PT boat at one point, but finally settled on a once-luxurious white yacht, the Granma. She had sunk in a hurricane in 1953 and was in need of repair, but when Fidel found her on the Tuxpan River, he bought the boat, along with a house from which to stage the voyage, from an American, Dr. Robert Erickson.
 

 
 
 
 
 In early September, Gutiérrez Barrios tipped Fidel that Batista was once again putting the squeeze on the Mexicans to bust him. Fidel quietly moved his men into the Erickson house. The brigade had been hardening itself for the assault, but there was one last question that hung in Fidel’s mind.

 
 
 
 
 As final plans were being set for Granma’s voyage, he decided that he must test his brother’s revolutionary will. Their father, Angel, was said to be a man who could kill with cold alacrity, and Fidel, too, had shown a talent for violent displays early on, earning the nickname el loco. But Fidel still felt that the gentle, generous, egalitarian side of Raúl had not yet been sufficiently tempered by violence. It was time for his baptism in blood. So shortly before they set out for Cuba, Fidel ordered his brother to kill—on scant evidence—a young comrade who he feared might be a traitor.
 

 
 
 
 
 Raúl picked up a gun, cornered the man, and dispatched him without hesitation. By the end of the night, he would kill for the second time in his life, running over a peasant en route to the docks where the yacht was waiting to carry them to glory.

 
 
 
 
 In the ensuing years, people have debated whether Fidel ever committed murder. Che wrote the only firsthand report of Fidel killing a soldier in the Sierra Maestra. Carlos Bringuier, a Cuban exile in the United States, would insist that Fidel killed his cousin at the University of Havana. But few debate either Raúl’s baptism in blood or his ongoing ministry. Once he accepted it as one of his duties, he became known as the movement’s executioner. One former comrade recounted that he and Che made a competitive sport of it, but it is not known precisely how many people Raúl has killed personally. Of the deaths he has overseen, some were street criminals, but the vast majority were political enemies, and estimates of the toll range as high as fourteen thousand, claimed in a Harvard University study.29  The Cuba Archive Project concluded that some fifty-six hundred Cubans have died in front of firing squads and another twelve hundred in “extrajudicial assassinations.” Apparently, Fidel delegated most executions to Raúl—and to Che, who was reported, by firsthand accounts from the Castros’ political prisoners, to be a particularly “gleeful executioner” at the La Cabaña fortress prison. Minors and females were not spared. The Cuba Archive has documented 219 female deaths, including eleven by firing squad and twenty extrajudicial assassinations. No one knows exactly how many people Che personally killed or ordered killed, or who died as a result of his actions in foreign wars, but the archive places the number in Cuba alone at about four thousand. He took special pride in shooting people in the back of the head and was known to have considered hate to be something akin to a revolutionary sacrament.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Hatred is an element in the struggle,” he said, “unbending hatred for the enemy which pushes a human being beyond his natural limitations . . .” “A people without hate cannot triumph against an adversary.”

 
 
 
 
 Raúl’s brutality would become equally legendary among the Cuban people. He first showed his penchant for bulk murder in 1958, in the Sierra Maestra, when he dispatched eleven peasants for refusing to serve as guides or otherwise cooperate with the rebel army. From January 1 to January 13, 1959, 272 executions directly attributed to Raúl were carried out in Santiago de Cuba, 90 without a prior trial, and 78 with Raúl Castro delivering the coup de grace. In 1959, 263 additional executions were carried out in Raúl Castro’s line of command outside of Santiago, in the rest of the province of Oriente. In 1960, four executions were carried out in Havana under Raúl’s line of command.* 

 
 
 
 
 But he would be haunted by it all. Ten years after his baptism in blood, he would order that the bones of many he had executed be dug up and dumped into the sea off the south coast of Oriente Province.30 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 While the Castros prepared to launch, October 1956 was a volatile month inside Cuba as well. The Socialist Youth Party of Cuba was trying to talk Fidel out of his insurrection and enlist him to align himself with them. But Havana was primed for revolt, and Fidel was not about to turn back. Plots against Batista’s inner circle had accelerated within the country, and one of the principal conspirators was Dr. Rolando Cubela, who had first gained attention in 1953 as a twenty-year-old activist medical student at the University of Havana. He had helped organize the Directorio Revolutionario (DR), a more violent faction of the decades-old Federation of University Students (Federación de Estudiantes Universitarios, or FEU), and aim their ire against Batista.

 
 
 

 
 
 On October 27, 1956, upon orders from Fidel in Mexico to “produce actions,” Cubela participated in the execution of Antonio Blanco Rico, chief of Batista’s secret police. Cubela and his allies had set out to kill Batista cabinet member Santiago Rey Pernas, but when Rey failed to show at the Montmartre nightclub, they spotted Blanco exiting the lobby elevator and opened fire on him with machine guns, killing Blanco instantly and wounding another officer’s wife. In the following days, Batista’s forces killed ten revolutionaries in retaliation.

 
 
 
 
 In Mexico, Fidel was furious about Cubela’s improvisation. “I do not condemn assassination attempts as a revolutionary weapon if the circumstances require it,” he intoned to the faithful. “But such acts must not be indiscriminate . . . the assault on Blanco Rico was not justified. Blanco Rico was not a Fascist executioner.” It would not be the last point of conflict between himself and Cubela. The doctor would join the revolution soon enough, would even prove to be a wildly brave and relentless freedom fighter, but it would be Cubela’s unit that would capture the Presidential Palace in Havana twenty-six months later, and Cubela who would initially refuse to surrender the building to Che. This confrontation presaged a long and complicated relationship between Cubela and the Castros, one that continues to this day.

 
 
 
 
 There was one more piece of news that Fidel would meet with profoundly mixed emotions that month.

 
 
 
 
 As the Castro boys were making the last preparations for their voyage, a comrade brought news that their father, Ángel, had died. Fidel—the bastard son who had threatened to burn Ángel’s house down when he was not yet a teenager; the same house he grew up within sight of but was seldom allowed to enter—had almost no response, murmuring, simply, “What a shame.” The estate was estimated at $1 million, enough money to finance twenty Granmas, but Fidel didn’t ask for one detail of his father’s death; he just pressed on for updates on the political situation in Havana. Raúl, on the other hand, stood up and left the company of his brother, and found a private place to weep.31 

 
 
 
 
 With the death of their father, the hour had come. Fidel had often sworn, “In 1956 we will be free or we will be martyrs.” It was time to keep his pledge to the Cuban people.32 

 
 
 
 
 A sea captain he was not, however. After Barrios called ahead to Fidel, guaranteeing their safe travel, they set sail for Cuba’s Oriente Province. The plan was to land at a town called Niquero in a reenactment of the assault by founding father José Martí that began the Cuban War of Independence in 1895. But once again, romantic symbolism would be undercut by much the same incompetence that had sunk them at Moncada. At 1:00 A.M. on November 25, 1956, the Castro brothers and their revolutionary sibling Che put out from Tuxpan, Veracruz, on the Mexican Gulf Coast, with an eighty-two-man brigade aboard a yacht that held twenty-six. One of its two engines was malfunctioning. The brigade had no navigational experience. They had no medicine, and they had barely enough food or fuel to make it to Cuba. Che, the brigade’s doctor, was supposed to be ready to treat any wounded, but instead was cut down by a severe asthma attack just after they set sail.

 
 
 
 
 A contingent of fifty compatriots awaited them on the east coast of Cuba with food, arms, and vehicles. But high winds blew them off course almost immediately and they missed their target site by fifteen miles, fearing that they might have veered off to Jamaica. Instead, they were forced into a swamp near the village of Las Coloradas, where they couldn’t even unload most of their weapons in the boggy, crab-infested waters.

 
 
 
 
 Nonetheless, they regrouped and headed for the Sierra Maestra, sustained by peasants on the route who gave them just enough provisions to survive. They were ambushed by a Batista force at Alegría de Pío, and most of the brigade was killed. On December 18, twenty-four days into the glorious invasion, twelve of the original eighty-two straggled into the dense mountains of the Sierra Maestra. Fidel and Raúl were among them, along with a wounded, bleeding Che.

 
 
 
 
 On October 3, 1956, the same month that the Socialist Youth Party of Cuba had appealed to Fidel to drop his quest and join theirs, a pale, lonely teenager sat down in his mother’s small apartment in Fort Worth, Texas, and wrote a letter to the Socialist Youth Party of America, also known as the Young People’s Socialist League, or YPSL. The apartment at 4936 Collingwood was the nineteenth home this boy had known.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 I am sixteen years of age and would like more information about your youth League. I would like to know if there is a branch in my area, how to join, ect. [sic], I am a Marxist and have been studying socialist principles for well over fifteen months. I am very interested in your Y.P.S.L. Sincerely, /s/ Lee Oswald.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 It’s no wonder that he was aching for some sense of belonging. His father, Robert Edward Lee Oswald, had died two months before Lee was born in the fall of 1939. Years later, in a rambling, copiously misspelled manuscript titled “The Collective,” Oswald would describe his childhood thus: “Lee Harvey Oswald was born in October, 1939 in New Orleans, La. the son of a Insuance Salesman whose early death left a far mean streak of independence brought on my negleck.” Lee had an older brother, Robert, perhaps the only person he would ever truly love, and a half brother, John Pic. All three boys lived under the thumb of their mother, Marguerite, an engulfing, even grotesque woman. Money-crazed, self-pitying, overwhelmed by widowhood, and controlling by nature, she would invade her sons’ lives, alternately doting on them and berating them until they were forced to reject her, even violently. When Lee was still an infant, she became so overwhelmed and unstable that she put the two older boys into an orphanage, and planned to put Lee there soon as well. To help herself cope, she allowed a couple to move into the apartment with them, but they took to slapping the baby and she kicked them out. In December 1942, she put Lee into the orphanage too, but a little over a year later she checked all three boys out again and resumed custody.

 
 
 

 
 
 There is some evidence that Lee may have suffered brain damage at the age of five. Marguerite was, by most accounts, a paranoid personality, perhaps even borderline psychotic, who could not hold on to friends and was forever hitting the road. During one such quick exit, this one out of Fort Worth, one of the movers decided to repark the van. As he backed out of the drive, Robert cut behind the van on his bike, followed by his little brother on his tricycle. When the driver braked, a chest of drawers toppled over the back gate and fell right on top of Lee.

 
 
 
 
 He was unconscious for eight days. Lee’s doctor came to Marguerite, who was dithering on a bench in a hallway, and told her that “if the boy comes to at all, he’s going to have a problem.”

 
 
 
 
 From then on, Lee would suffer occasional blackouts, doing things he couldn’t remember, walking out in the middle of classes and wandering his school’s hallways.33 

 
 
 
 
 When Lee was six, his mother married a man named Edwin Ekdahl, the only father he would know. He thrived for a time, but the marriage devolved quickly into harangues about money; when the divorce came to trial, young Lee was dragged into the proceedings. He refused to testify, insisting, even at eight years old, that he couldn’t tell truth from fiction.

 
 
 
 
 With Ekdahl gone, Lee withdrew and Marguerite pursued him, smothering him with attention if not affection, and encouraging him to stay home from school. He was an introvert who lived in books and fantasies. He had moderately high IQ scores, and she would tell him that that made him better than the other children, insisting that he could learn more from books than from teachers. Until he was ten, the two often slept in the same bed, and he would fall asleep listening to her rant against the United States in halfcocked, “anti-imperialist” diatribes. America had done her wrong at every turn, she would say, and the rants were sure signs that she would be preparing to move again. Off to Benbrook, Texas, or back to Fort Worth. It hardly mattered when the urge to move hit her. Lee was once elected president of his grade-school class, but that blush of popularity was brief. By the time he got to Benbrook, he was imploding, socially. Instead of finding friends among the neighborhood kids, he would position himself along their routes after school and ambush them with rocks. He took to brandishing knives, and one of his few new pals once watched as he chased John Pic around the apartment with a butcher knife, finally throwing it and sinking it into a wall. Marguerite shrugged it off.

 
 
 
 
 The older boys escaped by joining the military, John Pic the Coast Guard, Robert the Marines, but even New York City wasn’t far enough away for John. Mama found him, with his new wife and baby, in a cramped East Nineties apartment, and she and Lee moved in like mold. Lee and Marguerite would have screaming fights. When John’s young wife asked Lee to turn down the TV one day, twelve-year-old Lee pulled a knife on her. When Marguerite tried to rein him in, Lee punched her right in the teeth.34  John finally sent them packing, but Marguerite only got as far as an outer borough.
 

 
 
 
 
 She found them a dank basement place in the Bronx. By that time, Lee was a latchkey kid, a loner in the most populous city in the land. He took to riding the subways for days at a time. (It was on the streets of New York that Lee first encountered true Communism, when an old lady handed him a pamphlet about the Rosenberg spy case.) When he wasn’t riding, he was reading or losing himself in the novelty of the new TV shows; he particularly liked I Led Three Lives. His truancy brought the attention of the authorities. He was sent to the city’s Youth Home for evaluation.
 

 
 
 
 
 By this time, his mental illness was becoming obvious. He had a hairtrigger temper. Since brother Robert was the only person he looked up to, Lee lived in hopes of joining the military, but he refused to pledge allegiance to the flag. He was primed for a fight, almost any fight, and the colors of the banner hardly mattered. Caseworkers at the home described him as “intensely self-centered,” cold, detached, “with schizoid features and passiveaggressive tendencies.” The staff psychiatrist noted “intense anxiety, shyness,” with “feelings of awkwardness and insecurity . . . emotional isolation and deprivation, lack of affection, absence of family life and rejection by a self-involved and conflicted mother.” He further noted that Lee had “a vivid fantasy life, turning around topics of omnipotence and power.”35 

 
 
 
 
 In November 1953, almost exactly ten years before Lee tasted omnipotence, a judge in the city’s Domestic Relations Court remanded him to a home for troubled boys. America had done Marguerite wrong yet again. She packed up the household and skipped town for New Orleans, with Lee in hand.

 
 
 
 
 His abuse of her increased in proportion to her neglect. He became a little dictator, holing up in his room with his books and classical records. He would go fishing with other boys but stay off by himself, leaving the fish he caught to die on the shore. At fourteen, he was enrolled in his tenth school and hatching a plan to steal a gun; he had his eyes on a Smith & Wesson on display in a local store. He had even bought a glasscutter, but a friend pointed out the alarm strip around the window’s edge and he backed off of the plot. By this time, he identified himself as “a self-made communist,” and the ferocity of his opinions was startling to other kids and adults alike. In his brother Robert’s absence, he had bought and nearly memorized a Marine Corps handbook, and at fifteen he quit school and tried to join the Corps. The recruiters rejected him.

 
 
 
 
 Marguerite moved them back to Texas. Lee returned to summer school briefly in July 1956, just as Senator John F. Kennedy was preparing to attend the Democratic Convention in Chicago. Lee didn’t stay in school for long, however. When he dropped out again, he finally bought his first rifle, a boltaction .22. At sixteen, he told a friend that if he got the chance he would kill President Eisenhower for “exploiting the working people.”36 

 
 
 
 
 A week after his seventeenth birthday in October, the same month that Fidel learned of Angel’s death, Lee was finally admitted to the United States Marine Corps. On the 26th of the month, he reached San Diego and reported for duty. In short order, he realized that he had made a gross error— indeed, he would come to hate the Corps and all it stood for. But at least he was free of his mother. From then on, he would rarely see or make contact with Marguerite.

 
 
 
 
 He would also become known to his fellow Marines as a fervent supporter of the band of guerrillas now fighting in Cuba’s Sierra Maestra.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Kennedy and Castro came to power atop the wasteland of two world wars, and an atomic bomb that had made such all-consuming wars obsolete. On the global, ecological scale there was no safe haven. The exponential effects of a nuclear exchange erased all borders. Smaller, proxy wars were the only way left to fight, wars in which big ideas could be fought over in small countries, lest the big countries engage directly and incinerate the planet. In effect, small nations became the killing fields wherein large nations would put their opposing philosophies to the test, and the Kennedys and Castros were among the first practitioners of this new way of warring.

 
 
 

 
 
 There would be no lasting peace, but at least the Cold War had a way of consolidating and clarifying things, internationally, much as a two-party system does on a national scale. Fascism had been defeated. It was now down to just two competing ideologies, one on the left, and one that had been the center, a simple dichotomy that was easy to understand because it was so implicit in the individual human psyche.

 
 
 
 
 If there is one psychological principle most analogous to the binary conditions of the Cold War era, it might be the axiom that human beings have two basic needs within which most other needs are subsumed: the need for basic survival inside a protective and supportive communal group, and the need to be valued and encouraged as a unique, individual part of that group. The fulfillment of one of those needs is the utilitarian basis of protective communism; the fulfillment of the other is the cornerstone of creative capitalism. One to the exclusion of another can only result, psychologically speaking, in “half a person,” and yet the entire geopolitical landscape was divided along precisely those lines in the mid-1950s. The all-embracing solidarity of the commune and the competitive individualism of the marketplace had become opposite scenarios for the pursuit of happiness.
 

 
 
 
 
 By the end of 1956, the Castro brothers and Che were fighting for their lives in the mountains of Cuba. The Kennedy brothers had set their sights on the most powerful office in the world. And young Lee Oswald had qualified as a “marksman” with the M-1 rifle. Seven short years later, Jack and Lee would be dead. A few years after that, Che would be killed in a Bolivian jungle, and Bobby in a Los Angeles hotel kitchen. For all Jack’s absorption in toughness, he died having defied right-wingers on two continents to create a Western Hemisphere “Alliance for Progress,” a bold coalition meant to moderate the brutal oligarchies of Latin America and the red utopia offered by Cuba. After Jack’s death, Bobby Kennedy would also be searching, with the adamant humanism of a priest, for some Eden, some third way between dehumanizing communism and abject, end-game capitalism. In the years before his death, he would be fighting desperately for some return to balance, both within his own soul and in the world at large.
 

 
 
 
 
 Lee Oswald was also groping for some relief from the “either/or” rigidities of his time when he wrote: “No man, having known, having lived, under the Russian Communist and American capitalist system, could possibly make a choice between them. There is no choice, one offers oppresstion [sic] the other poverty. Both offer imperialistic injustice, tinted with two brands of slavery . . .” On the left end of the spectrum, Lee imagined that Fidel was making something more populist, more free yet fair, and he would die on a quest for his own “third way,” imagining it to exist in Cuba, where his “both/and” salvation awaited him.
 

 
 
 
 
 Even Fidel himself seemed to hover for a time between democratic and hard-core communist ideas; that is, until his brother reeled him back in. Raúl was the one who seems never to have wavered; never to have sought out any sort of reconciliation between opposites. At every chance to moderate and negotiate, he chose to provoke or retaliate; to destroy the center and all points between it and the hard left. Whether because of the new magnifying power of television or the existence of ultimate weapons or both, individual leaders suddenly had the power to take the whole world to the brink of destruction in an afternoon, and did. Marx and Aristotle had agreed on history’s three-act structure. The end of World War II was the end of the modern world’s Act Two. The election of John F. Kennedy was the beginning of Act Three: the time in which world conflict would resolve into some sort of synthesis, or one side would destroy the other, or all would be lost, forever.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 * The General Intelligence Directorate (DGI), established under the Ministry of the Interior (MININT) in late 1961, was responsible for foreign intelligence collection, similar to America’s CIA.

 
 
 

 
 
 * País would achieve revolutionary martyrdom status in 1957, while his Havana comrade, Marino, helped organize “revolutionary workers’ brigades.”

 
 
 
 
 † G2 was Cuba’s State Secret Police.

 
 
 
 
 * The regime’s penchant for execution and assassination extended far beyond the geographical boundaries of Cuba. For a thorough discussion of Cuba’s use of terror and assassinations, please see our online essay athttp://cuban-exile.com/brothersinarms.html.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 CHAPTER 2
 Revolution 

 
 
 
 
 ON APRIL 1, 1959, Jack and Bobby Kennedy presided over a strategy session at the family compound in Palm Beach, a meeting with their closest advisers to discuss how Jack might secure the Democratic nomination for president of the United States. If they could pull it off, Jack, at forty-one years old, stood to become the youngest man ever elected to the presidency. The day was bright with promise, the men in short sleeves and sunglasses arrayed in a circle on the veranda overlooking the sea.
 

 
 
 
 
 But for all the candidate’s well-aimed curiosity, all his dazzling flights of intellect, and his force of personality, there was something illusory about John Kennedy. He had the gift of being able to look like someone other than who he was. He appeared to be the picture of youthful vitality, but he was actually quite ill much of the time. He had an exquisite and sophisticated wife and a pretty, infant daughter, but he cheated on Jackie with the abandon of a man with a week to live. He had the air of a humanist intellectual but the reflexes of a merciless and calculating infighter. As he sat down that morning with half a dozen stellar men who had devoted themselves to helping him become president, he was secretly concerned that any one of his telephones might be tapped because of yet another ill-considered fling.1 

 
 
 
 
 His brother Bobby was particularly wired that day, pacing the wide front porch from one end to the other whenever he wasn’t seated at Jack’s right hand. Among the young team with them that day were their brother-in-law Steve Smith, Jack’s Senate staffer Ted Sorensen, two Boston-bred political operatives named Kenny O’Donnell and Larry O’Brien, pollster Lou Harris, and Robert Wallace, another of Jack’s legislative aides.2 

 
 
 
 
 Confidence was high, and they made quick work of assessing the relative threats posed by their rivals. Missouri senator Stuart Symington looked presidential, but wasn’t. The Senate majority leader, Lyndon Johnson, resembled a towering basset hound, and although he certainly had the chops to govern, he was a New Deal southerner and therefore would have few political prospects on either side of the Mason-Dixon line. “The Happy Warrior,” archliberal Minnesotan Hubert Humphrey, was considered too far to the left to be right, and Adlai Stevenson was a write-off at that point, having run for the presidency twice and failed, the second time with Kefauver Instead of Kennedy as his running mate. Adlai was still respected, however, and it was assumed that the old Illinois draft horse would have some place in the new cabinet if they were to win the White House.

 
 
 
 
 As the meeting went on, Joe Sr. would chime in, accustomed to being listened to. He was, after all, said to be worth $400 million. Still, his influence was not quite as pervasive as it had been. Jack had wrested a bit of autonomy from the old man; he was the one conducting the state-by-state inventory that day, leaving Joe to editorialize from the margins as talk turned to who should be the primary spokesman in the various regions. They would have to deploy non-Catholics in some states, but the team was certain that they could overcome most of the resistance to Jack’s age and religion.

 
 
 
 
 Old Joe kept trying to get off the sidelines. “I’m going to tell you, we’re going to win this thing. And I don’t care if it takes every dime we’ve got!”

 
 
 
 
 “Now wait a minute, Dad,” Bobby teased him. “There are others in this family.”3 

 
 
 
 
 It was a funny, passing reproach, but it was also a subtle expression of Bobby’s newfound authority within the family, one that had begun when Bob called Jack to task for his sexual behavior after he lost his vicepresidential bid in 1956. More recently, Bob had gained additional stature as legal counsel to the McClellan Committee. In fact, just a week earlier, on March 24, he had made headlines by keelhauling gangsters Carlos Marcello and Sam Giancana as part of a larger pursuit of Teamsters Union boss Jimmy Hoffa. Bobby’s prosecution of his duties had become so tireless and brazen that he had physically collared Hoffa in a Washington restaurant.

 
 
 
 
 The labor king was being led to a table one noonday when a voice rang out across the restaurant. It was Bobby. He stalked up behind Jimmy, strongarmed the Detroit muscleman, and spun him around. Hoffa grabbed Bobby’s suit coat and slammed him against a wall. “I’m only gonna tell you this one time,” Jimmy said. “If you ever put your mitts on me again I’m gonna break you in half.”4  The battle spilled over to the afternoon session of the committee, where the men argued over whether Hoffa had threatened to break Bobby’s back.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Figure of speech,” said Jimmy. “. . . I don’t even know what I was talking about and I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

 
 
 
 
 “Uh . . . Mr. Hoffa, all I’m trying to find out, I’ll tell you what I’m talking about. I’m trying to find out whose back you were going to break.

 
 
 
 
 “Figure of speech . . . figure of speech.”

 
 
 
 
 But there was nothing figurative about it in the mind of Bob Kennedy. When he sensed the presence of evil in someone, he addressed it directly and often without tact. Where Jack came off as a man who wore his gravitas in easy balance with his wit and the air of entitlement, Bobby, on the loose in Washington for the first time, quickly became typecast as dogmatic, bellicose, and—the adjective that would stick—ruthless.

 
 
 
 
 The truth, though, somewhat belied the appearance. In an interview five years after this meeting on the Palm Beach veranda, Kenny O’Donnell would say, “Jack was the tough one. Not Bobby. Jack would cut you off at the knees. Bobby would say, ‘Why are we doing that to this guy?’ ”5 

 
 
 
 
 Jackie started calling him “Saint Bobby” in gratitude for his outbursts of chivalry. The journalist Murray Kempton thought of him as a “Catholic radical,” and Alice Roosevelt Longworth, the doyenne of Washington society, would come to see him as less a politician at heart than as a “Revolutionary priest.”

 
 
 
 
 It was precisely this aspect of Bobby, his zeal and his propensity for moral seizures, that drove Joe Sr. around the bend. The altar boy had grown up to become a Savonarola in a rumpled Brooks Brothers suit. A few months after Bob confronted Jack on Jackie’s behalf in the summer of ’56, he crossed swords at Christmas with his father over his assault on mob-infected unions. The McClellan Committee investigation was just getting up to speed. Bob was going at it hammer and tong, proud to be doing battle over something that mattered.

 
 
 
 
 But Joe Sr. was no stranger to dealings with the underworld. His fortune—his family’s fortune—would have been impossible without it, and he took a dim view of his own son’s strident, public moralizing. A huge argument exploded between them. Joe believed that Bobby was insanely naive, that his quest for justice was about to turn the whole labor movement against the family, thus demolishing Jack’s shot at the presidency. This in itself was an admission that working people, the Teamsters in particular, were in the grip of both management and their own mobbed-up labor leaders, nationwide. Joe’s warnings rang like a practical admission of defeat and only inflamed Bob. He countered that his crusade would actually add luster to the family name by freeing the working class from an army of goons. Joe greeted this with disgust. He sensed that he might be losing his lifelong control over his boys, and he asked Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas to explain the danger to Bobby, to try to rein him in, but Douglas had no luck. Robert Francis Kennedy was a man on a crusade, and not a very nuanced crusader.

 
 
 
 
 Whether Bobby knew of the family’s ties to organized crime at that time, he had demonstrated that he was quite willing to override his father’s grand objections and act independently. If he did know, then it suggests that his crusade might have been a kind of oedipal unease with the family’s precipitous rise to great wealth amid rumors of Joe’s turpitude. Kennedy biographer Doris Kearns Goodwin suggested it was a necessary form of patricide. In fact, Bob must have known. Hoffa himself made reference to the Kennedy history of bootlegging as an example of how immigrants had to do business to get a leg up in the New World. Others had made public allusions to Joe’s shady dealings on Wall Street and in Hollywood, dating back to those olden days of Prohibition. It could not have been a secret.
 

 
 
 
 
 And because Bobby had not relented on that Christmas morning, he now found himself the unchallenged moral center of the family, reeling Jack in when he dallied too foolishly, and defying Joe Sr. in defense of political rectitude. In just two years, Bob’s own sense of moral balance would be grossly compromised in pursuit of the Castro brothers, but as of then, on a torpid spring day in Florida, he had emerged from his father’s shadow as his older brother never had.

 
 
 
 
 And Joe understood the differences between his second and third sons. “Bobby feels more strongly for and against people than Jack—just as I do . . . He hates the same way I do.” He saw the depths of Bob too, the places that went beyond his own ability to feel. “Bobby is soft—soft on people . . . he has the capacity to be emotionally involved, to feel things deeply, as compared to Jack and that amazing detachment of his.”6  In any case, Bob was utterly devoted to Jack’s ascent, but it was as much the commitment of a mentor as it was of an adoring kid brother. Bob was already laboring to engage Jack more passionately in the ways of the world, in the very issues and ideals, in fact, that were about to define the coming decade and the generation that came of age within it.
 

 
 
 
 
 Murray Kempton saw the two men as a contrast “between those who are properly oriented and those who are truly involved.”7  Jack was a political aesthete, cool to the touch and cerebrally calculating the odds in his favor. Bob was, in an analogy made by the British newspaper publisher Lord Beaverbrook, a kind of Richard the Lionheart, a man whose winning instinct was essentially not self-centered but driven by a need to right wrongs and to accomplish something of lasting benefit to people. His work on the McClellan Committee became a book, The Enemy Within, about racketeering and its wider implications for America. “The paramount interest in self,” Bobby wrote, “in material wealth, in security must be replaced by an actual, not just vocal, interest in our country, by a spirit of adventure, a will to fight what is evil, and a desire to serve.”
 

 
 
 
 
 His own best interests were almost always secondary to the crusade, the overarching agenda of changing the world, and what better way to change it than to gain the presidency. Joe Sr. may have been the campaign’s bank, and Jack its brainy cause célèbre, but Bobby was its heart, from that morning on the porch in Palm Beach all the way through Jack’s presidency and his own mad dash to the end of his life. As the family was about to embark on its ultimate voyage in search of power, the underlying dynamic was one of inexpressible love, impregnable loyalty, and a brass-knuckled will to alter the face of history, just because they could.

 
 
 
 
 Jack Newfield, himself a radical but of the journalistic sort, would ask Bobby years later, “If you weren’t born a Kennedy, what would you have been?” Bobby replied, “Either a juvenile delinquent or a revolutionary.” He was a lawyer, however, and then attorney general and then a politician who became a senator and ran for president. As a Kennedy, he couldn’t possibly have qualified as a revolutionary. “Still,” said Newfield, “he had empathy with people who were revolutionaries, and he admired that role. If Kennedy had a Walter Mitty life, he would have been Che Guevara.”8 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 In Cuba, Castro’s nascent revolution was about to break out. Rolando Cubela had gone to Florida to further equip Castro’s rebels, and when he returned from Miami, he and Castro’s Granma group linked up with the forces under Frank País, Carlos Franqui, and Huber Matos, a total of about two hundred strong, to consolidate control of the Sierra Maestra region. They executed many Batista supporters along the way. Similar bloodletting was ordered on the four fronts in Oriente Province, directed by the Castro brothers and Juan Almeida Bosque. Politically diverse as the revolution was, the 26th of July Movement was already heavily populated by Communists.

 
 
 
 By this time, the Eisenhower administration’s tolerance for Batista’s flagrant corruption had passed the breaking point. Consequently, the U.S. placed an embargo on Batista, which led to a crippling shortage of supplies and spare parts. Batista’s forces were left completely dispirited and unable to put up a fight. Suddenly, the U.S. Navy in Guantánamo and the CIA had shifted their bets to the insurgents.

 
 
 
 
 In late December 1958, the city of Santa Clara was captured by the combined forces of Che Guevara, Rolando Cubela, José “El Mexicano” Abrantes, and William Morgan. Batista panicked and fled Cuba for the Dominican Republic just hours later on January 1, 1959. On January 2, Guevara entered Havana, with Castro himself arriving six days later.

 
 
 
 
 The transition was far from smooth. In January 1960, a group of 3,500 antiCommunist peasants went into the Escambray Mountains in the first open revolt against the new Castro regime. The resistance was ruthlessly suppressed. The Castros began maligning the peasants as “bandits” and would soon order the massive at-gunpoint relocation of thousands of them from the Escambray area. During this “pacification” operation, Fidel employed overwhelming force, at times consisting of 250,000 troops (against the 3,500 peasants). As in the purges of Hitler and Stalin, the peasants were herded into trains, where families were separated and banished. The men were sent to prisons and forced-labor camps throughout Cuba. Women and children were housed in expropriated houses converted into detention centers in faraway cities.

 
 
 
 
 These displaced and broken families were held incommunicado in distant areas of the island; and when their children were six years old, they were forcibly removed from their mothers and interned in Communist indoctrination schools. The men were subjected to abusive and inhumane treatment in “closed towns.” Eventually, the widely scattered family members were re-united in these closed towns, but they were prohibited from returning to their original land. Four decades later, the Escambray insurgents were still being treated as prisoners and hostages of Castro’s regime.* 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 In April 1959, four months after the Cuban revolution was won, Che’s comrade in arms Fidel Castro visited the United States, victorious, obstreperous, and resplendently populist in his olive drab fatigues. It was the first time he’d been back among the Yankees since his swim across the Rio Grande in 1956, and this time he arrived in style. Fidel had come at the In vitation of curious American news publishers. He was armed with every bit of charm he could deploy, including his little son, Fidelito, by his side. He and the Yankee press were still in their honeymoon period, fueled in part by reports in the New York Times, under Herbert L. Matthews’s byline, that Fidel was not a Communist, was actually opposed by his Red countrymen, and was instead the champion of “a new deal for Cuba.” His trip was unofficial, and—despite America’s belated support for the revolution—President Eisenhower declined to meet him, but Fidel’s guerrilla style served him well on the hustings. As Ike withdrew, Fidel advanced. As Ike regrouped, Fidel dispersed into the jungle of American celebrity. If he couldn’t get the president’s attention, he would go straight to the American people instead.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 Since the great insurgent victory on New Year’s Day, Fidel had consolidated his power and begun to dominate the multifaceted movement that had driven out Batista, largely by means of “special courts” and the execution of those officials whom the former dictator had left behind when he fled to the Dominican Republic. Under Fidel and Che’s orders, at least 151 Cubans would be executed by firing squad in the first months of the revolution alone. By the second year, according to Time, the number had hit 587. Among these dangerous enemies of the state were some 94 minors, some as young as fourteen years old. And they were just getting started. Time magazine’s February 3, 1961, issue reported: “The year 1961 was supposed to be ‘The Year of Education’ in Fidel Castro’s Cuba. Last week the slogan was enlarged. It is now also ‘The Year of the Firing Squad.’ The announcement was made by Cuba’s Agrarian Reform Chief Antonio Núñez Jiménez in a speech to a crowd of gun-toting militiamen. Added the Reformer: ‘We will erect the most formidable execution wall in the history of humanity.’ ”
 

 
 
 
 
 It must be remembered that America had never officially protested the brutalities of Batista, though thousands had been tortured and killed under his rule. And previous fallen Cuban regimes had been met with rampant vigilante justice on the streets. American politicians who had largely turned a blind eye to Batista and then abandoned him were now outraged: Fidel was equally outraged at what he considered rank hypocrisy. His supporters argued that at least the Castros’ trials were a disciplined exertion of state justice and not a bloody free-for-all. In reality, though, they were an instrument for centralizing power and sending a message to the people that vigilantism was a privilege to be exercised only by their rulers. Those who could afford an escape from the island did so by any means possible. Those who had been exiled by Batista begun to return, but with them came both celebrations and rumors of a gathering counterrevolution.

 
 
 
 
 By 1960, the honeymoon with America would be over, but in 1959 it was still mostly hearts and flowers. With his typically ferocious energy, Fidel demanded Cuban equality before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, made the rounds of radio and television stations, mugged for cameras at the Cuba desk in the UN General Assembly, gave speeches before tens of thousands at Harvard, Princeton, and Columbia, and savored every chance to promote his revolution and himself. There was even talk that a Texas oilman and a Hollywood producer were brokering a deal for Marlon Brando to play him in a movie.9 

 
 
 
 
 Amid all the glad-handing, the question lingered: Was Fidel a Communist—that is, an ideological ally of America’s greatest enemy? No one knew for sure, not even his inner circle. When squeezed on the Communist question, in private, by his finance minister, Lopez Fresquet, he assured him, “Look, Rufo, I am letting the Communists [in Cuba] stick their heads out so I will know who they are. And when I know them all, I’ll do away with them with one sweep of my hat.”10 

 
 
 
 
 Washington wasn’t so sure, though. When the new, vaguely aligned leader got to D.C., President Eisenhower headed out of town to play golf. Fidel did take a lengthy Sunday meeting with Vice President Richard Nixon at his office, an encounter that lasted for two and a half hours, but the cordiality was forced and would have collapsed altogether if Fidel had known how hard the vice president was working to assassinate him and overthrow his regime. Brother Raúl would figure it out soon enough.

 
 
 
 
 Clearly, the U.S. government was suffering from a certain schizophrenia about Fidel at this point, one that extended all the way into the labyrinth of the CIA. Former CIA analyst and Cuba expert Brian Latell recounts that Nixon’s report to Ike would emphasize certain “indefinable qualities” of Fidel’s, aspects that promised an ongoing impact on Cuba and the rest of Latin America,11  but other, more deadly impulses were already loose in the executive branch. At their meeting, Nixon put on his game face and pressed Fidel rhetorically about democracy and dictatorship. Fidel’s response was ambiguous. “Dictatorships are a shameful blot on America, and democracy is more than just a word.”12  He proceeded to lecture Nixon, scolding him that democracy was impossible as long as there was injustice in the world. After the meeting, Nixon concluded that Fidel was, if not a Communist himself, at least a philosophical captive of Communists. His follow-up memo to Ike had no clarifying effect on the national security apparatus, however. Fidel continued to be a subject of cautious debate, and Ike himself remained indecisive as to exactly what to do about him.
 

 
 
 
 
 Fidel kept them guessing, too. In a meeting with United Nations reporters, he went out of his way to make it clear that he would not be exporting his upstart revolution, even if it did tend to inspire and instruct other populations living in the harness of oppression.

 
 
 
 
 He played the beguiling tourist in the off-hours, visiting Mount Vernon and the Lincoln and Jefferson memorials. As his Washington visit drew to a close, he disappeared off the radar of his American surveillance contingent for hours, driving into the humbler parts of the city and catching a meal in a Chinese restaurant. He smiled for the cameras, gave extensive interviews, charmed reporters at the National Press Club, and promised good relations with the United States whenever the question was broached. At a mass rally of thirty-five thousand in New York’s Central Park, his disquisition went on for two hours, but the public was warming to this seemingly modest yet eloquent rebel.

 
 
 
 
 At the Hotel Statler late one night, Cuban journalist Luis Conte Aguero brought a beautiful, blue-eyed American blonde named June Cobb to meet him. She was thirty-two and she had no claim to fame at that point, except that—six weeks earlier—she had brought a copy of Fidel’s “History Will Absolve Me” speech (from his 1953 trial) back from Cuba and she and a friend had translated it for publication. June had dummied up a booklet, and Fidel was so pleased when he saw it that evening that he approved an initial print run of a thousand offset copies for distribution, city-wide.13  The New York papers picked it up, as did a new organization of Cuba sympathizers— mostly well-known artists and journalists—known as the Fair Play for Cuba Committee (FPCC).14  June didn’t much care that they had purloined her translation (she would soon publish a second run of five thousand and yet another one of fifty thousand), but she was not impressed by the FPCC crowd. They seemed undiscerning to her, an odd combination of de rigueur and doctrinaire.15 

 
 
 
 
 Born in Oklahoma, June boasted a rebellious résumé, including a stint at the University of Mexico where she had fallen in love with a Colombian man, with whom she lived for six months in the Ecuadoran jungle. Her time there inspired a concern over coca addiction among the Indians. That was why she had been drawn to Fidel and Raúl in the first place: their campaign against the debilitating effects of vice under Batista.

 
 
 
 
 Fidel’s secretary, sister in arms, and sometime lover Celia Sánchez first took a shine to June in New York, and by September 1959 she would be headed to Havana as a translator of Fidel’s speeches and all-round public relations assistant. They put her to work translating his new land-reform laws into English. As the party swelled around them, no one could have foretold her controversial effect on Fidel and his inner circle over the next few years. In the heady atmosphere of April 1959, June Cobb was just another of the eager young guests who wanted to help Cuba and be close to the Maximum Leader. Later, she would say of herself, “I suppose you can call me a sucker for lost causes. ”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Fidel’s American coming-out party would end in Texas, eleven days after his arrival. He had enjoyed it tremendously, it seemed. En route to his next swing, through Latin American, he was met in Houston by Raúl, who had just arrived from Havana—and who was furious. With the tacit backing of Che, Raúl spent his very first night in America in the Shamrock Hilton, spewing invective at the big brother who he thought had been soft-pedaling the true nature of the Revolution up and down the whole East Coast.

 
 
 

 
 
 It is possible that Fidel was simply enjoying his moment too much to spoil it by declaring his true allegiances. But, it was during Fidel’s tour that Raúl made his first secret and official contact with the Soviet Union. While Raúl had already chosen his path, Fidel was still pausing at the ideological fork in the road. On that night at the glittery Shamrock, eighteen stories above the street, their argument exploded into a full-blown sibling harangue that went on half the night. At one point they were heard accusing each other of being the sons of a whore,16  and after it was over, Raúl withdrew and stayed out of sight, fuming in one of the fifty-six rooms the Cubans had taken.
 

 
 
 
 
 The rift almost leaked out. The next morning they tried to make a show of solidarity, wheeling across the Texas landscape in a twenty-two-car motorcade. They stopped for food at a diner and then again for a barbecue at a spacious ranch. Fidel posed wearing a Stetson, toyed with a gold-platinum six-shooter he had been given, and fawned over a champion quarterhorse colt, another bit of largesse from the assembled oilmen who were their hosts. Raúl glowered beneath his proletarian beret and endured the rest of the junket until they got to the Houston airport that night. There was one more private explosion between them before they parted ways, Fidel bound for South America, Raúl headed back to Havana.

 
 
 
 
 When Fidel returned home to the motherland in May, the rift between the brothers was now a rift across the country itself. The Cuban Communists had obviously advanced their position, with the blessings of Raúl and Che, but inside the 26th of July Movement the debate about Communism was raging, even in the party’s house organ, Revolución. The Movement seemed to be cracking in half. On May 8, Fidel felt compelled to make a major address to the nation in order to distance himself from “Communist ideas.”17 

 
 
 
 
 By this time, the first stage of the post-revolution exodus from Cuba was more or less over. The hard-line Batistianos had been the first to hightail it out of Cuba on New Year’s Day, and, by the spring and summer, the scared oligarchs were leaving too. But it was the next wave of the exodus, in the coming year, that would have the most damning and decisive effect on the New Cuba. Fidel’s grand tour of the hemisphere would prove to be his last flirtation with democracy. If his early Marxist tutorials of Raúl had been a tactical feint, leaving him free to be ideologically nimble, he would be forced to declare his socialism soon enough. Eisenhower and Nixon would soon be handing power to the Kennedys, who would soon be forced to make certain ominous declarations of their own.

 
 

 
 
 
 At about the time that Fidel was finishing up his American tour, Marine buck private Lee Oswald had so trashed his service record in the Corps that he was spending his days cleaning latrnes, mowing lawns, and swabbing the decks at the base at El Toro, California. No sooner had this small, meek, and bookish southern boy arrived at the Second Training Battalion in San Diego than his fellow Marines dubbed him “Ozzie the Rabbit.” The teasing was merciless, and his initial defense was the usual one: hiding out in books—Whitman’s Leaves of Grass and Orwell’s 1984. He liked to dream of fame and glory, but he had no rapport with other men, and when he was perfunctorily promoted to private first class in May, his arrogance presented itself. He started proclaiming the incompetence of his superiors just in time to be shipped out to Japan. It didn’t get better. Posted to Marine Air Control Squadron One at Atsugi, twenty miles out of Tokyo, he became the Boy in the Radar Bubble whom no one could stand.18 (Although the airbase was also home to the CIA’s topsecret U-2 spy plane, Oswald had nothing to do with that operation, as some have alleged.* ) He had brought an unauthorized derringer with him to Japan,19  but he accidentally shot himself in the left elbow with it. He spent two and a half weeks in the hospital, and when he got out, his unit was sent to the Philippines for a three-month stint at Subic Bay.
 

 
 
 
 
 He passed a test for promotion to the rank of corporal, but the upgrade never came, scotched by the pistol incident. While waiting for court-martial proceedings to be brought against him for the derringer, he was punished with KP duty. His attitude went south. He became openly insubordinate. His performance rating dropped below the level needed to receive an honorable discharge, and, while stationed off the Indonesian coast during the internal war there in March of 1958, he began to speak and act like a full-blown Communist, at least out of sight of his superiors. Later, in a letter written from Russia to his brother, Robert, he would describe his duty thus: “I remember well the days we stood offshore at Indonesia waiting to surpress [sic] yet another population, when they were having a revolution there . . . I can still see Japan and the Philippines and their puppet governments.”20 

 
 
 
 
 Another strange incident involving firearms occurred before he left the Philippines. A private first class whom Lee knew well was found dead of a gunshot wound at his guard post outside an airplane hangar. The death was ruled accidental, a dropped gun that misfired, but after a Corps investigation there were rumors that Lee was involved and the hangar itself might have housed a U-2 spy plane. Rigorous investigations since that time have not altered the initial finding, but the incident is worth noting as a measure of his comrades’ low esteem for the “pinko” Marine. This would have been an extremely serious accusation, and yet the other men discussed it openly.

 
 
 
 
 Back in Atsugi, he was court-martialed and found guilty of the weapons charge. Demoted back to private and given twenty days at hard labor, he was enraged, and it was during his time in the brig that he first started fantasizing about defecting to the Soviet Union.

 
 
 
 
 His contact with Japanese Communists, while on leave in the Orient, might also have contributed to the fantasies of flight into the arms of Mother Russia. Apparently, it was also during these leaves that his first sexual experiences occurred, perhaps not all of them heterosexual in nature. According to Daniel Powers, a Marine officer with whom Lee served during basic training in Biloxi, Mississippi, the young Oswald “had a lot of feminine characteristics,” and they tended to increase his isolation. Several of his fellow Marines in Japan claimed that he was familiar with a transvestite club in Yamato, and others said that he seemed to have been a regular at a gay bar called The Flamingo in Tijuana, Mexico, during his California stints.21 

 
 
 
 
 A portrait of intractable solitude begins to form in this series of cameos: the image of an existential stranger, untethered, unloved, and unloving of himself. His letters to Robert continued. His brother showed some caring for him, but Lee was fast becoming a man who inspired no trust in people and no sustained affection.

 
 
 
 
 At a certain point, the loneliness prompted him to seek acceptance from those Marines who had been torturing him. He tried being funny, but the jokes misfired, and the failure drove him ever deeper into novels and Russian-language books. He started drinking heavily, baiting people into ugly debates, and telling his officers where to get off. When he got a chance to exact revenge on the guy who he blamed for getting him an inordinate amount of KP duty, he dumped a highball on him in a joint called The Bluebird Café and was promptly hit with another court-martial.

 
 
 
 
 Not long after he came out of the brig, he was sent to Taiwan with his unit, and it was there that he finally lost it. His sense of imprisonment, his budding hatred for America, and the constant browbeating and denigration from other Marines pushed him over the edge. On guard duty one night he started firing his M1 at imaginary figures in the forest; he was in such a blithering state of despair that he was sent back to Japan for rest and recuperation.22 .

 
 
 
 
 When he returned to duty once more, it was to the Marine squad at Iwakuni. By then, he was completely devoted to Communism and missed no opportunity to sing its virtues. By November of 1958, he was shipped back to the States and assigned to Air Control Squadron Nine, once again at the El Toro Marine base in Southern California.

 
 
 
 
 At the same time, one of his great heroes, Fidel Castro, was marching toward his destiny, the Cuban Revolution reaching its apex. During the month’s leave that Lee took before heading to El Toro, President Eisenhower sent another mixed message to Batista, urging him to go into exile and hoping that his absence would allow an American-backed force to head off the various revolutionary factions bearing down on Havana. Batista refused on December 9. Lee reached El Toro on January 1, 1959, just as the Castros were beginning their victory march into Havana.

 
 
 
 
 Castro’s victory put a new spring in Lee’s step. He fancied himself a political intellectual by now, reading Das Kapital, Mein Kampf, and Animal Farm, and poring over the Russian-language newspaper he subscribed to, struggling to learn all he could. He played his Russian composers at rock ’n’ roll volume, and insisted on using the red pieces whenever he played checkers. His fellow Corpsmen had a new nickname for him now, “Oswaldskovich,” and Lee loved it so much that he began to insist on it as his name.23 

 
 
 
 
 But for all his comic, even pathetic, posturing, this marks the time when the monomania of Lee’s adolescence gave way to a serious pursuit of real fame and glory through action. At El Toro, a Brooklyn-born Marine named Nelson Delgado was assigned to share duty with him in the radar bubble, and he became one of Lee’s few friends, partly because they both admired Castro. By this time, Lee’s Red fantasies had spurred him to make actual plans. Fidel was still parrying the accusations that he was a Marxist, but Lee appears to have already reached the conclusion that he was, or soon would be; and with that, he decided to pay a visit to the Cuban consulate in Los Angeles. In fact, he probably ventured even further into the Cuban community.

 
 
 
 
 Gerry Hemming, an American mercenary who would later join anti-Castro forces, was a guard at the suburban home of Manuel Velásquez, the Cuban consul at that time.24  According to Hemming, a young man of Lee’s general description arrived at the house, gave his name as Oswald, and told the guard that he resided in Santa Ana, the town where El Toro was located. The man remarked that he wanted to board a flight to Cuba—the flight, he explained, that would deliver weapons he believed to be hidden in the consul’s home. He hoped to join Fidel’s revolution, he said. Hemming was suspicious. How could this odd American know of such a flight, much less its purpose? It suggested that he had already had more than a passing contact with members of the consular staff, but was he friend or foe? Hemming brushed him off and then tried to follow him out to the street to copy his license-plate number, but the man disappeared in an instant, apparently by car, whether alone or with a driver.25 

 
 
 
 
 When Lee let Delgado in on the extent of his forays into L.A., Delgado got scared and tried to put some distance between the two of them. He had seen a stack of “spotter” photos of a fighter plane among Lee’s papers, pictures that he put into a duffel bag, along with other possessions, and asked Delgado to lock in a bus station locker for him.26  And Delgado witnessed another odd scene while the two were on guard duty at the front gate, a civilian who arrived to pay a visit to Lee and engaged him in a heated discussion; Delgado assumed the man was connected to Lee’s Cuban escapades.27  Almost two decades later, the CIA would review Pfc. Oswald’s shadowy Cuban connections and conclude: “Delgado’s testimony says a lot more of possible operational significance than is reflected by the language of the [Warren Commission] report, and its implications do not appear to have been run down or developed by investigations. Thus, the record of the beginning of Oswald’s relationship with Cubans starts with a question mark.”28 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 After two courts-martial and a nervous breakdown, Lee was a washout as a Marine and, on August 17, he applied for a dependency discharge, putatively to help his mother, who he claimed had suffered an injury. In fact, he had no intention of going to Marguerite’s aid. When he was finally discharged on September 11, 1959, he went straight to Fort Worth and told her he was taking a job at an import-export company. In fact, he was defecting to the Soviet Union.

 
 
 

 
 
 The only thing he had excelled at during his tour of duty in the Marine Corps was his marksmanship. In 1956, he had qualified as a “sharpshooter,” and even upon his release he was certified as a “marksman.” The NCO in charge of his training, Sgt. James Zahm, reported that “In the Marine Corps he is a good shot, slightly above average . . . and as compared to the average male . . . throughout the United States, he is an excellent shot.”29  Contrary to the myths that flourished in the decades after Dallas, when Lee Oswald fled the Marines and set out for Moscow, he was taking with him at least one crucial skill; he was fully capable of the murder that would make him so infamous four years later.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 In early August 1959, a young woman arrived at the railroad station in the eastern Soviet city of Minsk, nearly penniless and hoping to find safe haven with relatives there. Raised mostly by her mother, her grandmother, and her stepfather’s aunt, a fearless and religious little woman full of love, Marina Prusakova had been effectively banished from Leningrad by family members who feared that her rebellious ways would bring shame upon herself and them.

 
 
 

 
 
 She arrived at Minsk unexpectedly, and her aunt Musya was overjoyed to see her, but the reception was tinged with an undertone of mistrust. Her hated stepfather had sent a letter a year before, falsely claiming that Marina had become a prostitute.

 
 
 
 
 Her female relatives seem to have withheld judgment, however, and, although Aunt Musya’s apartment was too crowded with children already, her childless uncle Ilya and aunt Valya agreed to take her in. It was not without trepidation on Ilya’s part. He was a high official in the Byelorussian Ministry of Internal Affairs, the MVD. He had a spacious apartment with a private telephone, and he carried the rank of colonel, which rendered him an powerful person in the city. Taking in a young woman with a rebellious streak could sink his career.

 
 
 
 
 But she had some training as a pharmacist, so—perhaps at the urging of his childless wife, who began to think of Marina as a daughter—Ilya pulled some strings and landed her a job as an assistant at the Third Clinical Hospital. The girl was smart, a hungry reader of classic novels. She was outgoing—perhaps a little too outgoing—but she tried hard to live by Ilya’s rules, happy for Valya’s devotion and for a foster father who, if not openly kind or demonstrative, at least would not denigrate her.

 
 
 
 
 She thrived in Minsk, though her girlfriends at work saw her precocity as something more akin to recklessness. There were many boys hovering about, and she played them off against each other with aplomb, but the rebel who was perhaps most like her was one Misha Smolsky, a stylish redhead who was the Soviet equivalent of the Carnaby Street “mods” about to sprout in London. Her biographer would later describe him coming to pick Marina up after work “wearing a hip-length overcoat, a pair of pointed English shoes, and a towering karakul cap.”30  He smoked a pipe, and he led a clique of bright young things who didn’t put much stock in Communism and steeped themselves in Western ideas. They devoured Hemingway and Remarque as much for the explicit sex as for their world-weary attitude toward power. They passed around copies of banned books like Pasternak’s Dr. Zhivago, swapped slang and cultural nuggets mined from the BBC and Voice of America, slept around, and bopped into the wee hours to the strains of American jazz and rock ’n’ roll. “A thing had to be forbidden for us to get hold of it somehow,” Marina would recall years later.
 

 
 
 
 
 There were other boys too—a dark-eyed Jewish architect named Leonid Lonya whose religion Marina dared to ignore but with whom she refused to live out of wedlock, as he suggested. There was her lapdog, Sasha the med student, who plodded along behind her no matter how she treated him. And there was Anatoly Shpanko, another med student, whose curly blond hair, bright smile, and unerring honesty would have won her heart completely if she hadn’t still been biding her time. For all his devotion to her, she kept him in limbo, kissing him with her eyes open to whoever else might walk by.

 
 
 
 
 Just a few years later, when she was leading the life of an abused and neglected wife in Texas, she would stop what she was doing whenever the young American president would appear on television, and be reminded of Anatoly. It would make her wonder how she had been so stupid in her choice of husbands. But back then, even in Communist Minsk, the great postwar youth movement of the 1960s was getting under way. A girl could make love when she wanted and not suffer the consequences that her unmarried mother had. If they were stealthy about it, a girl and her friends could read what they pleased and say what they thought and dance to the music that moved them, even in the Workers’ Paradise. The youthquake was upon them. It knew no boundaries or borders, and Marina Prusakova was not going to miss a minute of it.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Two months after Marina arrived in Minsk and two days before his twentieth birthday, on October 16, 1959, Lee Oswald finally made it to Moscow. He would later tell his brother, Robert, that he had planned to defect for a year, and his journey bore all the marks of a pilgrim’s progress: a renunciation of all ties to his former life, his family, his country, and what he considered to be the decadent privations of corporate capitalism. In his diary he wrote: “Arrive from Helskinki by train; am met by Intourist Representative and taken in car to Hotel Berlin. Register as student on a five-day Deluxe tourist ticket. Meet my Intourist guide Rimma Shirakova. (I explain to her I wish to apply for Russian citizenship.)”

 
 
 

 
 
 When Rimma met Lee and discovered that he was traveling deluxe and had booked the same first-class accommodations at the hotel, she was astonished. It appears that Lee had saved nearly two thirds of the money he made as a Marine. Now, as if treating himself to one good petit bourgeois spree before ascending to the Workers’ Paradise, he was hell-bent on spending all he had made; his indulgence was all the more surprising to her because he was no more than a boy dressed in a cheap overcoat and thick-soled military boots, probably his Marine-issue gear. He was pallid and skittish, and his Russian seemed nearly nonexistent. He didn’t want to visit the cultural sites, so she took him on a morning spin through Moscow, ending with a stop at Red Square. He stood and stared and was perfectly polite, a decent sort, she thought; but he left all the talking to her, posing no questions, and when she dropped him back at the Berlin Hotel, he ate his lunch alone.31 

 
 
 
 
 An afternoon trip to the Kremlin was postponed. He just wanted to find a nice place to sit and talk. He may have simply been exhausted, and Rimma’s account suggests that he was lonely and wanted to unburden himself. Although it was a minor breach of protocol to depart from the schedule, Rimma found them a bench near the hotel and gave him her full attention for the rest of the afternoon.

 
 
 
 
 He spoke of battlefields, implying that he had been in combat and didn’t want to fight in another unjust war. He shared a little information about his roots, his life. It was not urgent, just poignant. He wasn’t yet implying that he had any important information to impart, just casual thoughts about life and more pointed, angry ones about America. It wasn’t until late afternoon, when he told her that he wanted to stay in Russia, that she felt her position being compromised.

 
 
 
 
 “I explain to her [Rimma] I wish to apply for Russian citizenship,” he scribbled in his diary. “She is flabbergasted, but agrees to help. She Checks with her boss, main office Intourist, then helps me address a letter to Supreme Soviet asking for citizenship.”

 
 
 
 
 In the ensuing four days, the sympathetic Rimma broached his request with the boss of the Passport and Visa Office, Alexander Simchenko.32  She and a colleague named Rosa brought Lee to the office, though Simchenko was not about to pass the request further. It was sure to be denied, so he humored the eager, smiling young man.
 

 
 
 
 
 He seemed to be a bit of an actor, this Oswald, charming and adaptable, but he came off as a mama’s boy in dire need of adult supervision; he had no idea what he was getting himself into. Underdressed, hatless, with a pendant bearing his name on a silver chain around his neck, he looked like someone’s lost dog. Simchenko conducted a cursory interview and then politely ended the conversation. When Lee left, the officer suggested that the girls buy him a hat.33 

 
 
 
 
 Sunday was Lee’s twentieth birthday and his third day in Russia. It’s not known whether Rimma bought him a hat, but she did take him to Lenin’s tomb in Red Square.34  Vladimir Ilyich’s ears were starting to turn black. Stalin, lying in a glass coffin side by side with Lenin’s, looked waxen, his mustache dusty, but there they were, the Father of Bolshevism encased beside the absolute dictator. These were the literal embodiments of an ideology to which Lee had devoted himself, but he showed no particular reaction. He just stood in line, passed by the grandly mounted cadavers, and moved on.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 On that Monday, October 19, 1959, in the Cuban province of Camagüey, a hero of the Cuban revolution was about to draw a line between himself and the Castros that would startle the populace and mark what Theodore Draper would call “the real point of no return in Cuba . . . long before any overt American action was taken against the Castro regime.”35 

 
 
 

 
 
 Huber Matos, a schoolteacher who had saved Fidel’s forces in the Sierra Maestra with a planeload of guns and ammo in March of 1958, was resigning as the military leader of Camagüey Province. Matos was the most powerful voice of protest yet to speak against the creeping Communist tide. Leaders of the 26th of July Movement were being cast aside in droves. Communist players were seizing control of the provincial government, and when they tried to seize the rebel army itself, Matos decided to confront the Castro brothers directly. Neither of them would grant their former savior an audience, however, and so he tendered his resignation, along with a host of other Camagüey military leaders.

 
 
 
 
 By this time, Fidel had apparently fallen into line with Raúl and Che. On October 20, Fidel came to Camagüey and had Matos arrested in his home and charged with treason. This only escalated the crisis. Members of the Castros’ cabinet were furious, and the former head of Havana’s urban underground, Faustino Pérez, refused to sign the resolution against Matos. When an emergency meeting of other antiCommunist cabinet members was reported back to Fidel, he crashed the meeting and confronted them, face to face. Two of his most important members resigned, Pérez and the Minister of Public Works, Manuel Ray.

 
 
 
 
 Huber Matos would stand trial on December 1. Fidel himself delivered a seven-hour harangue in which he claimed Matos had effectively conspired to split the military from the regime itself, thus betraying the Revolution to the Americans and all other opponents. Despite Matos’s wide popularity and his undeniable importance to Fidel’s victory the year before, he would be sentenced to twenty years in prison. No matter how long Fidel avoided a public declaration of himself as a Communist, the country was systematically being painted red one man at a time, from Pinar del Río to Santiago de Cuba.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 During Lee Oswald’s time in Moscow, he was such a rarity that he was sought out and interviewed by an American journalist stationed there named Aline Mosby. She would later remark on the same incurious aspect that Rimma had noticed. “He appeared totally disinterested in anything but himself. He talked almost non-stop like the type of semi-educated person of little experience who clutches at what he regards as some sort of unique truth.”36  He seemed to want to tell his tale to anyone who would listen. Another journalist, Priscilla McMillan, then a correspondent for the Progressive, interviewed him in her hotel room and wrote a feature story about him. “I thought he was very, very young and touching in his eagerness to stay in Russia, but afterwards I did not think a great deal about him. Except for one thing. Oswald said that he was a Marxist and was defecting because of his beliefs. In Moscow we thought we had seen everything, but we had never seen anyone like this . . . here was this boy who was prepared to take a very drastic step because of his political convictions.”37  She saw him as a softspoken, even gentle, boy, but during their talks he referred to himself as “unemotional,” and years later she had difficulty reconciling him with the killer of a president. By coincidence, McMillan’s first job out of college in the early fifties had been as a researcher for John F. Kennedy, just after he was elected to the Senate from Massachusetts. She had found Kennedy “delightful and eccentric,” but felt that his ambition to become president had been forced on him by Joe Kennedy Sr. She wrote of Jack: “. . . I thought he had done it at a cost to his capacity for empathy and imagination. He had a candor and breathtaking detachment about himself, but I wondered how well he understood other people, especially those who lacked his kind of ambition, or those who happened to be failures.”38 

 
 
 

 
 
 Lee failed on his first try at citizenship in the Soviet Union. He had begun to seed his conversations with hints that he was afraid to go back to the States and might have information that the Russian state could find useful. It was a fruitless ploy. On the day before his visa ran out, Rimma broke the news that his application had been rejected. He was stunned, and this time he insisted that he had important strategic information to give. Once again, Rimma tried to intercede for him; but when a female KGB officer interviewed him, he more or less repeated his mini-biography and restated his reasons for wanting to defect, but gave up little of substance. Rimma came away with the opinion that Lee “did not produce a good impression on the lady.” The former head of the KGB and the man who oversaw Lee’s case, Vladimir Semichasty, would recall decades later that “Oswald knew very little . . . He didn’t have any operational knowledge.” “He wasn’t talking about anything that, as we say in Russia, ‘the sparrows in the trees aren’t already singing about.’ ”39 

 
 
 
 
 On October 21, Lee bared his soul in his diary: “Evening 6:00. Receive word I must leave country at 8:00 PM tonight as visa expires. I am shocked! My dreams! I retire to my room. I have $100 left. I have waited for two years to be accepted. My fondest dreams are shattered because of a petty official, because of bad planning. I planned too much!”* 

 
 
 
 
 As Rimma waited to have dinner with him, to try to soothe his heartbreak and see to it that he left the country, Lee took a razor to his left wrist, cutting into the flesh and perhaps the tendons as well.40  Lee documented the moment in his diary, perhaps later that night or in ensuing days, with his good hand: “7:00 PM. I decide to end it. Soak wrist in cold water to numb the pain. Then slash my left wrist. Then plunge wrist into bathtub of hot water. I think, ‘when Rimma comes at 8 to find me dead it will be a great shock.’ Somewhere a violin plays as I watch my life whirl away. I think to myself, ‘how easy to die,’ and ‘a sweet death to violins.’ About 8:00 Rimma finds me unconscious (bathtub water a rich red color). She screams (I remember that) and runs for help. Ambulance comes, am taken to hospital where five stitches are put in my wrist. Poor Rimma stays at my side as interpreter (my Russian is still very bad), far into the night. I tell her, ‘go home.’ My mood is bad, but she stays. She is my ‘friend.’ She has a strong will. Only at this moment I notice she is pretty.”
 

 
 
 
 
 In fact, when Lee didn’t meet her as planned, she found his hotel room door locked from the inside and summoned Internal Security. A locksmith came, but when they couldn’t open the door they broke it down with such force that they tumbled onto the floor of Lee’s suite. It was the men who found Lee, not Rimma. She summoned the ambulance.41 

 
 
 
 
 After he was wheeled out, unconscious, Rimma went back into his room to gather some of his belongings, noticing how paltry his stack of clothing was. She retrieved a copy of The Idiot that she had given him for his birthday, and went on to Botkin Hospital.
 

 
 
 
 
 He was treated for a gash five centimeters long and placed in the mental ward. The next day, he was up and around, yammering to the other patients in his broken Russian. The razor apparently had not opened a vein, and his psychiatrist, Dr. Lydia Mikhailina, believed “that this was a ‘show suicide’ attempt since he was refused political asylum, which he had been demanding.” 42  Her verdict notwithstanding, Lee’s claims that he was afraid to go back to America now found some sympathy within the Soviet bureaucracy. When he was released from Botkin on October 28, he returned to the Hotel Berlin and then moved to the Metropole to await their judgment.
 

 
 
 
 
 Lee had emerged as the classic autodidact, just as Aline Mosby had quickly deduced. In popular parlance, he didn’t know what he didn’t know, but his paranoia, his flair for the dramatic, and his secrecy gave him the sort of mind that could project himself into intrigue and might actually have made him a good spy had he not been so awkward and mentally disturbed. As his childhood friend Allen Campbell put it after Lee had attained global infamy, “Lee was the biggest geek in the world. That the CIA or the KGB would hire him is ludicrous.”43 

 
 
 
 
 The KGB was watching him, however, and while Lee bided his time at the Metropole, he decided to underscore his commitment to Soviet life by contacting the American embassy and revoking his U.S. citizenship. He went in person, probably on the assumption that the bugged embassy would permit Soviet spies to overhear his speech and be more likely to let him stay in the USSR. The American consular official, Richard Snyder, thought Lee was just a dumb kid without the faintest idea what Russia was about; he told Lee he’d grant his wish, but not without a few choice comments about Marxism. Lee was establishing a pattern where embassies were concerned, one he’d follow all the way to the Cuban and Russian embassies in Mexico City a few years later: seek asylum and make speeches on your behalf, with the assumption that you’re under surveillance from all sides. If at first you don’t succeed, offer some sort of secret information in trade, or express your fear of America in a loud or radical way, and solicit protection. Eventually, you will get what you want.

 
 
 
 
 The KGB had first contacted Lee at Botkin Hospital and had considered recruiting him, either as an intelligence or counterintelligence agent. But the man who made the final decision many months later, Vasili Petrov, the head of the Belarus KGB, would conclude that Lee “didn’t have the intellectual capacity to be a professional agent.”44  After Dallas, it was a decision that he was exceedingly glad to have made.
 

 
 
 
 
 His suicide attempt was quickly diagnosed as “political blackmail,” and once they figured out that he wasn’t a CIA man, “We decided to send him further away from Moscow since we were not convinced that this would be his last effort at blackmail. We were sure that he would try something again, and we didn’t want to deal with that in Moscow.” They also sought to avoid an international scandal that might result from tossing him out of the country. So they decided to send him to Minsk, 450 miles away, deposit him in a decent apartment, and put him to work in a factory. If he was so hot to serve the Motherland, then he would have to do it in Minsk. If he was capable of blackmailing them again, then they would have to bribe him in advance.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 The decade of the 1960s began, in Cuba, with Fidel’s expropriation of seventy thousand acres of land owned by the American sugar industry, including thirty-five thousand acres of Oriente property that belonged to the United Fruit Company. It must have given Che a certain satisfaction that Fidel was taking aim at companies that had been instrumental in the overthrow of Árbenz in Guatemala. American secretary of state John Foster Dulles was a stockholder in United Fruit, and a legal adviser to the company. His brother, Allen Dulles, the CIA director, had been a president of the company, and his predecessor at the Agency, Walter Bedell Smith, had been president of United Fruit after the Árbenz coup.45  Fidel had messed with the biggest sugar daddies in Washington, and air attacks on Cuban sugarcane crops commenced almost immediately.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 In that same month, on January 2, 1960, Senator John Kennedy announced his candidacy for president of the United States. Jack had carried a quote from Rousseau with him for many years: “As soon as any man says of the affairs of the state, What does it matter to me? The state may be given up as lost.”46  That summoning spirit was evinced in his announcement speech, made in a caucus room of the Old Senate Office Building, and it would echo throughout the campaign and on to the day of his inauguration. He cast himself as a challenger, a person who provoked others to join him on a new frontier, and for all of his outward charisma, his inner life was expanding as well. He was directing his substantial intellect and political imagination toward a new paradigm of power.
 

 
 
 
 
 His oldest friend, Lem Billings, had first seen this transformation coming three years earlier, not long after the ’56 convention. He and Jack and Joe Sr. were having dinner at Palm Beach one night when Lem made some reference to one of Jack’s nastier sybaritic romps. The old man reacted sharply, slapping the table.

 
 
 
 
 “You’re not to speak like that anymore,” he growled. “There are things that you just can’t bring up anymore, private things. You’ve got to forget them. Forget the ‘Jack’ you once knew . . . Forget he ever existed . . . The day is coming, and it’s coming soon, when he won’t be ‘Jack’ anymore at all—not to you, and not to the rest of us either. He’ll be ‘Mr. President. ’ And you can’t say or do anything that will jeopardize that.”47 

 
 
 
 
 Jack would always be Jack, but he had been seasoned in the last few years. He knew that he loved politics as more than a game now. He sensed that what America had given the Kennedys required them to give something back, something that would ennoble the family and perhaps even the nation that it served. The enigma of Jack Kennedy hid much more than his sins; it hid a deeply reflective and searching aspect as well.

 
 
 
 
 He preferred that it be hidden. The image he wanted to project was not Adlai Stevenson’s homey midwestern intellectual, but an ultramodern, thinking man’s war vet: part executive and part movie star. And thus armed, the Kennedy boys hit the ground running, heading off to do battle in the Wisconsin primary. Their main opponent in the dairy land would be Hubert Humphrey from the neighboring state of Minnesota, but Humphrey was actually a stalking horse for the ten-gallon Texan and majority leader of the Senate, Lyndon Johnson.

 
 
 
 
 One of the first obstacles Jack would have to face was the issue of his Catholicism. His campaign happened to coincide with a slow-building earthquake within the church itself, triggered a year before by the new pope, John XXIII. He had called for an ecumenical council, Vatican II, to examine the mission of the church in the postwar world. An avuncular and beloved old man, Pope John had been grossly underestimated by the church’s conservative elite, and they would be doubly shocked by what the Kennedy campaign was about to do.

 
 
 
 
 As Jack set out for the presidency, Father John Courtney Murray, an American Jesuit, was among a host of daring Catholic thinkers who were considered dangerous at that time. Murray had been taking part in and advocating ecumenical gatherings with non-Catholics, and had been posing heretical questions about the separation of church and state,48  his modernism hinting at a much wider unrest among younger priests, nuns, and theologians. Yet it was to clergymen like Murray and Bishop John Wright that Jack sent his speechwriter, Ted Sorensen, in search of ways to address “the Catholic issue” on the campaign trail.49 

 
 
 
 
 This, combined with John XXIII’s full-court press in Rome, would soon become known as “the two Johns” effect. The church did not want to alienate its most stellar, up-and-coming politician, and thus Murray and his group regained their rightful place in the church leadership, thereby advancing the progressive trend.

 
 
 
 
 The Catholic dimension of the 1960s, though not the cause of its most pivotal events, was nonetheless an undertone of those events, for better and for worse. At its best, the Kennedys’ reformist influence on a new generation of Catholic clergy would become a secret weapon in the democratic center/left movement to fight Communism in Latin America. Cuban Catholic laity would be among the most forthright center/left members of the anti-Castro exile movement. The Kennedys would bring a new generation of American Latinos into the Democratic Party, and Bobby’s late-sixties friendship with farm labor hero César Chávez would inform his later views on nonviolence and poverty, immeasurably. At its worst, however, an internecine power struggle would emerge, something reminiscent of the Borgias. A number of Catholic politicians would be violently driven from power just before or during the Kennedy administration, namely the Congo’s Lumumba, the Dominican Republic’s Trujillo, and Vietnam’s Diêm. The Castro brothers were fallen Jesuits who both tried to vanquish and co-opt the church during their ascendancy, and the Chicago mobsters who had been dispatched to assassinate them were Catholic Italian-Americans. Those were but a few of the Catholic implications.

 
 
 
 
 In the election year 1960, however, those undertones had yet to emerge. The American people were concerned only about whether Jack, as president, would be influenced by the Vatican. It had not occurred to them how much the Vatican—and the rest of the Catholic world—would be influenced by Jack.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Two days after John Kennedy announced his candidacy, Lee Oswald was granted temporary residency in the Soviet Union after spending months holed up in a dinky room at the Metropole.

 
 
 

 
 
 He was almost out of money. He didn’t even have adequate clothes to go out into the Moscow winter, so he took cheap meals in his room and pored over Russian-language books. He had written his brother Robert that he was defecting from the America he hated. There was a telegram from his half-brother, John Pic, on November 9, begging him to reconsider.50  It appears that Lee may have met a few Russians here and there, possibly in the hotel. If he assumed they were KGB agents, quietly keeping tabs on him, it isn’t known.
 

 
 
 
 
 On November 16, he had been informed that he could stay in the country while the bureaucracy pondered his case, and it looked as if he might have succeeded in his quest, after all. Priscilla McMillan spoke with him that evening and, with some boyish pride, “he told me about his only expedition in Moscow alone. He had walked four blocks to Detsky Mir, the children’s department store, and bought himself an ice cream cone. I could scarcely believe my ears,” she recounted. “Here he was, coming to live in this country forever, and he had so far dared venture into only four blocks of it. I was astounded by his lack of curiosity and the utter absence of any joy or spirit of adventure in him. And yet I respected him. Here was this lonely, frightened boy taking on the bureaucracy of the second most powerful nation on earth, and doing it single-handedly . . . I was sorry for him, too, for I was certain he was making a mistake.”51  Richard Snyder, at the embassy, had opted to stall the revocation of his citizenship, since he was so young and wouldn’t be allowed to leave Russia if the deal was done. Unaware of this, Lee remained determined. His suicide attempt had begun to pay off.
 

 
 
 
 
 Just before New Year’s, at the end of 1959, Rimma finally came to tell him that he would be allowed to stay in Russia, but would be moving to Minsk. Lee cried. He had had daydreams of becoming an important official in Moscow, or a spokesman, or some other public person. He knew nothing about Minsk.

 
 
 
 
 But at bottom, he was relieved. His Red dream was coming true.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 For all the myths that have collected around him, Lee Oswald was more or less what he appeared to be—a person whose grating sense of injustice and personal isolation drove him out of America in search of a Marxist utopia. He was an early personification of “the sixties generation,” footloose and fed up with his nuclear family, defiant of authority, sexually tolerant, disdainful of formal education, indifferent to the work ethic, and fair-minded on the subject of race. He was drawn to the anti-celebrity of outlaws, which happened to include everyone from Jesse James and Jack Kerouac to the Castro brothers and Che Guevara, and he was very, very angry at his homeland.

 
 
 

 
 
 Before Lee left for Minsk, he sent another letter to his brother, Robert: “I want you to understand what I say now, I do not say lightly or unknowingly, since I’ve been in the military,” he wrote, “. . . in the event of war I would kill any American who put a uniform on in defense of the American Government—Any American.”52  In one of his diaries, Oswald added another telling detail: “I despise the representatives of both systems weather [sic] they be socialist or christan democrats, whether they be labor or conservative they are all products of the two systems.”53 

 
 
 
 
 He was born on the cusp between the Beat Generation and the hippies, but to see Lee standing behind his humble working-class pad on Neely Street in Dallas a few years after the Russian episode, dressed in pre-punk black with a pistol on his hip, a rifle in one hand and copies of the Militant and the Worker in the other, is every bit as iconic of the sixties as the picture of Black Panther Party leader Huey Newton holding his rifle and spear and seated like an urban prince on a rattan chair. Lee made copies of his radical self-portrait, inscribing one of the photos with the words “Ready for anything.” A friend of his wife’s would later add: “Hunter of fascists, ha-ha-ha.”54 

 
 
 
 
 And yet Lee became the face that the Baby Boom generation could not see in the mirror, the one who chose war, not love, but who was otherwise, in so many ways, as outraged, idealistic, as paranoid and sometimes delusional as the rest of that upstart generation.

 
 
 
 
 It is in Minsk that Lee Harvey Oswald came of age as an avatar of the incipient radical youth culture that was about to burst forth worldwide. It was there that he would initially find company with the young hipsters of their day, the kids who read and debated, the kids who flaunted their independence of thought and danced the night away and reaped the sensual benefits of birth control. But then came the darkness that was also there in his personality, the impossibility of real intimacy for someone so trapped inside himself. It was in Minsk that he would begin in earnest to indulge his violent fantasy life, and there that he would first gain a rapport with Communist Cubans and the sinister side of utopia.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 * Castro’s war was concluded in 1965, after killing a total of 2,236, according to Dr. Armando Lago’s research for an upcoming book. From this total, Dr. Lago says, 1,415 were executed on sight without trial. Castro’s policy was to execute all prisoners by shooting or hanging after viciously torturing them. The losses by Castro’s forces are also believed to have been staggering, but there is little documentation available to determine the actual numbers. According to the book Cuba in Revolution: Escape from a Lost Paradise by Miguel A. Faria Jr., M.D. (p. 113), Raúl Castro admitted that Castro’s army suffered 6,000 deaths from the freedom fighters in the Escambray. The total cost in human lives of the Escambray revolt against Castro was far greater than in all the years of skirmishes against the Batista regime (1952–1958).
 

 
 
 

 
 
 * A retired engineer and former junior commandant of a Marine Corps League detachment in Pennsylvania had this to say: “I was stationed with Lee Harvey Oswald in barracks 5 at Atsugi, Japan, Marine side . . . He was never an important factor in our squadron, MACS-1 as soon after he arrived, he was courtmartialed and reduced in rank to the lowest enlisted grade of Private for fighting with two NCO’s. He was also afforded a ‘sand shower’ by directive from our first Sgt. in order to motivate him into taking a shower every day of his life. He did after that. His total duties as a Pvt. in the radar hut, was to be on the plotting board, taking directions from our controllers. He was not exposed to anything classified except the equipment he worked on which were our scopes that plotted all air activity within 250 to 300 miles of our station. He was classified as a ‘yardbird’ as we call screwups in the Corps, so very few if any hung around with him at all. I was in the security section, G-2 as a secondary MOS [Military Operational Specialty] to my original 6741 radar controller in charge of security clearances, applications etc. His temporary secret clearance was taken away after his court martial, so he was in the lowest category of service we had in the unit . . . [The CIA’s U-2] maintenance crew were bunked out in our barracks 5, but had no intimate contact with our troops.” See http://cr4.globalspec.com/blogentry/899/The-Engineer-Who-Knew-Lee-Harvey-Oswald.

 
 
 
 
 * Lee Oswald was dyslexic. His pervasive misspellings have been corrected in this example.
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