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Eyes Right

Milton, FL -  For years, I have been signing most of my correspondence with “Che!”   I adopted this because of my dissatisfaction with most of the standard complementary closes, such as “Sincerely,” or “Warm regards.”  I chose “Che!” based on a fascination with Che Guevara, the iconic guerilla leader and philosophic heart of the Cuban revolution.  Besides, all the posters of Che looked cool.
The search for a replacement hubcap while here in Northwest Florida serendipitously led me to Sal, a Cuban who actually had personal experience with Guevara.  I had found Dick’s Wheelcovers and Mats, Inc. in the Pensacola Yellow Pages.  It turns out that a 66 year old Cuban by the name of Sal is the current owner of Dick’s.  He has been in the replacement hub cap business for the past 9 years, having bought it from “Dick.”  We drove the 20 miles from Pensacola to Milton to Sal’s home which sits on 4 acres in what used to be a soybean field pretty much in the middle of nowhere.  Sal’s inventory sits in two out-buildings behind his home, and also outside in a field behind the out-buildings. 
Sal found 4 decent used 14 inch Mazda Protégé hubcaps for us from among a stack of others in the field.  His inventory was arranged by car manufacturers and size, all sitting in occasional grass and frequent fire ants.  As he took the hubcaps to a cleaning station, I asked him about his background.  

Sal’s grandfather, it turns out, was the Defense Minister for Fulgencia Batista, the former President who became the de-facto dictator in the pre-Castro days of Cuba.  Sal’s family were wealthy landowners.  His father was educated at the university as an engineer and had become an officer in an engineering battalion in Batista’s army. The soldiers under him had received no boot camp training, so Sal and his father taught them all the basics of the carbines they were using.   Sal was 14 at the time.

As Castro’s revolution neared its successful conclusion in late 1958, Sal’s father found himself in charge of a crew of soldiers who were attempting to repair a railroad bridge which had been blown up by revolutionaries.  As he talked to the colonel to whom he was seeking guidance, he realized that the colonel had already fled Cuba and was on a boat heading to Miami.  Based on this rather shocking information, and finding his detachment surrounded by the revolutionaries, Sal’s father opted to immediately raise a white flag and surrender.  Batista had also fled the island via private plane with his cronies and, allegedly, several hundred million dollars.
The leader of the revolutionaries to whom Sal’s father surrendered was Che Guevara.  At this point in relating his family history, Sal became highly animated.  “Most people do not understand that Guevara was nothing more than an assassin.  Because he was educated and understood the rules of warfare, he did not kill my father or his men since they were in uniform when he captured them.  But he directed that they be transported to a holding area where their uniforms would be replaced by peasant clothes and then have the armbands of the guerillas put on their arms and then be executed.  Guevara’s men would then take photographs and use them for propaganda showing the brutality of the government forces.  Fortunately, my father escaped enroute.  Several years later, after Castro came to power, he was captured as part of a plot to kill Castro.  He was sentenced to 30 years of hard labor, but because he was educated, he basically repaired equipment and was paroled after 15 years.  He is alive today at 91 and still does some work in electrical engineering in Cuba.”

I asked Sal how he happened to be in America.  “Well,” he explained, “I was only 14 years old, but my grandmother wanted me to get out of Cuba before I was drafted into the army.  She was a friend of the owner of the next farm, who happened to be the owner of Campbell’s soup.  He called Washington and arranged a visa for me, and within a week I flew to Miami by myself and was met there by some relatives, and the INS.  I was pretty much on my own for the next few years.”
When he turned 18, Sal enlisted in the U.S. Army and was headed to Vietnam when he was visited by C.I.A. agents who told him about his father’s capture and imprisonment. After Vietnam, Sal returned to south Florida and became very successful in real estate and land development.  Sal retired here in the Florida Panhandle area, but became bored, so he bought the hubcap business “as something to do a few days a week.”  

Sal spent over an hour grooming and installing our new hubcaps.  He sanded and repainted them before ensuring that they were solidly on our wheels.  The charge for the four hubcaps and all the associated labor:  $30!  Perhaps I should start signing my correspondence with “Sal!”
I thought you might like to know.
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